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A New Place to Call Home
Rotary opening doors for Refugees

Thousands of new Rohingya refugee arrivals cross 
the border near Anzuman Para village, Palong Khali, 
Bangladesh. (Photo: UNHCR/Roger Arnold)
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A New Place to Call Home More than half a million refugees and other displaced persons have made 
their home in Australia and New Zealand over the past 50 years. This number 
will continue rising, with more people displaced today than at any other point 
in human history. Rotarians are on the ground welcoming refugees into their 

communities, supporting integration and helping create brighter futures.

Today, more than 
68.5 million people 
are displaced 
as a result of 
persecution, 
conflict, violence 
and human rights 
violations. This 
translates to one in 
every 110 people 
worldwide. 

Of these record 
numbers, around 25 
million are refugees 
(half of who are 
under 18 years of 
age), 40 million 
are displaced 
within their home 
countries, and three 
million are asylum 
seekers. 

The numbers 
continue to rise. 
One person 
becomes displaced 
every two seconds 
– that’s 30 people 
every minute – and 
fewer than one per 
cent of the world’s 
refugees are 
resettled in  
any year.
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Australia
Australia currently accepts 20,000 
refugees a year fleeing war, civil unrest 
and persecution. Around 870,000 have 
been resettled since WWII, including 
people from Europe, Asia and the 
Middle East seeking safety and wishing 
to build new lives. 

Australia’s humanitarian intake has 
remained relatively stable since the 
1980s. However, numbers peaked in 
the 2016-17 financial year, reaching 
the highest level since Australia began 
a dedicated humanitarian migration 
program. This included a special intake 
of Syrian and Iraqi refugees – a total 
of 24,162 people becoming new 
Australians – surpassing the previous 
high recorded nearly three decades 
prior under the Fraser government.

However,  aspects of refugee 
resettlement have garnered significant 
controversy in recent decades. Asylum 
policy has emerged as a contentious 
issue in Australian politics, particularly in 
the case of people attempting to reach 

Refugees in 
Australia and 
New Zealand

Neither Rotary Down Under nor anyone involved with 
Rotary Down Under has expressed an opinion or taken 

a position on this subject. We are simply reporting 
what Rotarians are doing around this issue.

ABOVE RIGHT: Awer Bul Mabil was born in 
Kakuma refugee camp before moving with 
his family to Australia. He has since visited 

Kakuma three times to support local 
footballers through the Barefoot to Boots 
initiative. (Photo: UNHCR/Samuel Otieno)

RIGHT: In September 2016, UNHCR 
Goodwill Ambassador Cate Blanchett met 

with artist Ghulam Sakhi Hazara, originally 
from Afghanistan, who paints about his 

refugee experience, including time spent in 
detention. They were joined by the Ashraf 

family, resettled refugees now living in 
Australia. (Photo: UNHCR/Brett Boardman)
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Australian shores via sea. Australia 
is also currently the only country in 
the world with a policy of mandatory 
detention and offshore processing of 
asylum seekers without a valid visa. 

Neverthe less ,  many refugees 
continue to be welcomed by the 
nation, and have made significant 
contributions to business, technology 
and the arts. 

Before departing for Australia, 
humanitarian entrants over the age of 
five are eligible to attend the Australian 
cultural orientation course, which 
gives practical advice on the journey 
to Australia and what to expect  
upon arrival. 

Once in Australia, the Humanitarian 
Settlement Program provides early 
practical support, assisting refugees 
to build the skills and knowledge they 
need to become self-reliant and active 
members of the Australian community. 

Entrants are subsequently referred 
to community organisations for 
assistance in building their social and 
economic participation, personal 
wel lbe ing,  independence,  and 
community connectedness. Additional 
programs assist with developing 
English language skills and helping 
them gain employment. 

New Zealand
More than 35,000 refugees have 
become New Zealanders since WWII. 
Today, New Zealand resettles 1000 
refugees annually through its Refugee 
Quota Program – a figure that will be 
raised to 1500 in 2020. This formalised 
annual quota was instituted in 1987, 
the composition of which is agreed to 
each year by the Minister of Immigration 
and the Minister of Foreign Affairs. In 
special circumstances these numbers 
are adjusted; for example, in 2015 an 
additional 600 places were announced 
for an intake of Syrian refugees. 

Alongside the refugee quota, New 
Zealand receives asylum seekers, whose 
claims are reviewed on a case-by-case 
basis. Around 400 applications are 
received each year, though usually only 
a third are approved. 

Refugees are referred to New 
Zealand via the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). 
Once approved, they spend their 
first six weeks of residency at the 

Managere Refugee Resettlement 
Centre to participate in a six-week 
reception program preparing them for 
their new lives. 

Key focus areas include settlement 
planning, employment preparation and 
education, as well as physical and mental 
health assessments and treatment 
plans. Refugee children are introduced 
to the New Zealand classroom format 
and national curriculum. On completion 
of the program, refugees are assisted in 
finding suitable housing.

Settlement support is provided 
for up to 12 months, including a 
community orientation program and 
support in linking to services they 
require to effectively integrate into 
New Zealand life. 

TOP: A young Ethiopian dancer at 
the opening of The Early Childhood 
Learning Centre, part of the Auckland 
University of Technology Centre for 
Refugee Education, situated at the 
Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre 
in Auckland, NZ. (Photo: UNHCR/I.
Earp-Jones) ABOVE: Refugees from 
Burundi enjoy festivities at the 
opening of The Early Childhood 
Learning Centre. (Photo: UNHCR/I.
Earp-Jones) BELOW: A newly settled 
family from Sudan relax and play 
with bikes at their home in Auckland. 
(Photo: UNHCR/I. Earp-Jones)
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What’s the 
difference 
between 
an asylum 
seeker and 
a refugee?

Refugee
The term refugee refers to those 

forced to flee their home country due 
to threat of conflict or violence. Under 

international law, “refugee” has a more 
specific definition, being a person fleeing 
their home country due to well-founded 
fears of facing persecution due to their 

race, religion, nationality, social 
group or political beliefs.

Asylum 
seeker

An asylum seeker is a person requesting 
international protection. Once the country 
they are seeking asylum within or the UN 
Refugee Agency (UNHCR) has processed 

their claim, they may be officially 
recognised with refugee status. Thus, 
every refugee was initially an asylum 

seeker, but not all asylum 
seekers are refugees. 

ABOVE: A young asylum 
seeker in the village of 
Goura, where she sought 
refuge after the attack of 
Rann, in Nigeria, by Boko 
Haram insurgents on the 
January 14, 2019. (Photo: 
UNHCR/Xavier Bourgois)

LEFT: Rohingya children 
queue for food in the 
muddy and unsanitary 
Unchiprang makeshift 
camp in south-east 
Bangladesh, where some 
40,000 refugees are living, 
having recently fled across 
the Myanmar border. 
(Photo: UNHCR/Roger 
Arnold)
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UN Refugee Agency
The UNHCR, commonly referred 
to as the UN Refugee Agency, was 
established in 1950 in the wake of 
WWII. Its original purpose was to help 
Europeans displaced by the war within 
a three-year period, then disband. 

However, a year after its foundation, 
the United Nations adopted the 1951 
Refugee Convention – a multilateral 

treaty defining what constitutes a 
refugee, the rights of those granted 
asylum, and the responsibilities of 
nations that offer asylum.

I n s t ead  o f  d i sband ing ,  t he 
UNHCR expanded  to  take  on 
the work of protecting refugees, 
forcibly displaced communities, and 
stateless people around the world. 

Its mandate is not only to defend 
their rights, but further to support 
their local integration, resettlement  
or repatriation. 

In the following decades, UNHCR 
has been integral in addressing 
refugee crises across the globe and 
continues this important work to  
this day.

UNHCR is responding to the humanitarian crisis in Yemen, 
providing emergency assistance to those forcibly displaced by the 
conflict. (Photo: UNHCR/Jamel Al-Barea). BELOW: A UNHCR staff 
member holds a young refugee boy after his boat landed on the 
Greek island of Lesvos. (Photo: UNHCR/Hereward Holland).
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Notable Australian and  
New Zealander Refugees

Richard Pratt
Born Rysazard Przecicki, Richard and his 
Jewish parents immigrated to Australia 
in 1938, seeking safe refuge from the 
Nazis. He transformed his father’s two 

factories in Melbourne into a packaging 
and paper waste recycling empire, with 
55 plants across Australia, New Zealand, 

the US and Papua New Guinea. A 
year before his death, in 2009, he was 

Australia’s fourth-richest person, with a 
personal fortune of AU$5.48 billion.

Huy Truong
Huy made the journey to Australia from 

Vietnam on a boat as a seven-year-old boy 
in 1978. Twenty-one years later, he became 

a pioneer of the e-commerce industry, 
establishing gifting website wishlist.com.

au, which went on to be purchased by 
Qantas. He has since developed a diverse 

career as a management consultant, 
venture capitalist, corporate executive 

and entrepreneur. Huy is also co-founder 
of Thrive Refugee Enterprise, a not-for-
profit assisting refugees to create viable 

businesses through microfinance and 
other support. 

Golriz Ghahraman
Golriz and her family sought political 

asylum in New Zealand when she 
was nine years old. She went on to 
receive a Master of Studies degree 
in International Human Rights Law 
with Distinction from the University 

of Oxford and worked as a lawyer for 
the United Nations. In 2017, she was 

elected as a member of the  
New Zealand House of Representatives 

– the first refugee to be elected to  
New Zealand’s parliament. 

Dr Karl 
Kruszelnicki

Dr Karl’s parents were both imprisoned 
in Nazi concentration camps. After 
narrowly escaping execution, they 

boarded a boat to Australia with two-
year-old Karl in tow. Today, Dr Karl is a 
widely popular science commentator, 

television presenter and author. In 
2012, he was named a National Living 

Treasure by the National Trust of 
Australia. 
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Joseph Deng
Joseph was born in the Kakuma 
Refugee Camp in Kenya after his 

mother left South Sudan to escape war. 
At the age of six, they were settled 

in Toowoomba, where he ran his first 
race, aged nine. He has become a 

champion runner, recently competing 
in the 2018 Commonwealth Games, 
where he broke the Australian 800-

metre record that had stood since the 
1968 Mexico Olympics.

Rez Gardi
Rez was awarded Young New Zealander of 
the Year in 2017 for her services to human 
rights. She was born in a United Nations 

refugee camp in Quetta, Pakistan, where her 
parents fled from persecution in Kurdistan. 
Now a lawyer, she has worked for the New 

Zealand Human Rights Commission and 
represented New Zealand at international 
refugee advocacy conferences in Geneva, 

Bangkok, Copenhagen and Paris. She is the 
founder of Empower, a charity aiming to 

address the under-representation of refugee 
students in tertiary education through 

mentoring and other support. 

Judy Cassab
Artist Judy Cassab was two-time winner 

of the Archibald Prize and held more 
than 50 solo exhibitions in Australia, 

Paris and London. She and her husband 
were placed in forced labour camps 
by the Nazis in WWII; following the 

war they found their immediate family 
had died in concentration camps. They 

came to Sydney in 1951, where Judy 
embarked on a career as an acclaimed 

portrait and landscape artist. 

Tan Le
Young Australian of the Year 1998, Tan came 

to Australia via boat with her mother and 
sister from Vietnam. She is co-founder of 

Emotiv, an electronics company focused on 
brain-computer interfaces. The company’s 
first commercial device, the EPOC headset, 
detects brain signals and facial movements 
allowing it to “sense” the wearer’s intent. 

This can be used to control specially designed 
computer apps. The headset is being hailed 
as a breakthrough, with a host of potential 

applications: it could be used to operate 
everything from electronic wheelchairs to 

computer games and advertising.
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Nhill is a quiet country town in Western 
Victoria, close to the Victorian-South 
Australian border, halfway along the 
eight-hour drive from Adelaide to 
Melbourne. It’s the unlikely site of 
one of Australia’s greatest refugee 
settlement success stories, and Rotary 
Club of Nhill member, John Millington, 
is responsible for much of that success. 

John joined Rotary 30 years ago, 
during which time he’s served as club 
president twice and once an assistant 
governor. However, it was a problem 
that emerged in his professional life 
that led to his greatest community 
challenge of all. 

In 2013, John retired after 30 years 
as the general manager of poultry 
producer Luv-a-Duck, Nhill’s largest 
private employer and one of the two 
largest providers of duck meat to 
the Australian market. John’s wife 
Margaret was also involved in an 
administrative role, and during John’s 
30-year tenure, production had grown 

from 6000 ducks per week to 100,000 
ducks per week.

In order to produce such a volume, 
a steady and reliable workforce was 
required. But they were struggling to 
fill vacancies due to the declining and 
ageing population, hampering the 
company’s expansion plans. 

Previously, the company had spent 
thousands advertising nationally in the 
attempt to attract workers, but hardly 
anyone wanted to move to a remote 
location like Nhill. A few positions had 
been filled by people from South Africa 
and Zimbabwe escaping the dangerous 
living conditions in those countries. 
Luv-a-Duck was the first company in 
the region to use the 457 Visa process 
to employ overseas staff. Many of those 
staff are still employed in Nhill or have 
started their own businesses.

“If we in the town didn’t do 
something, nobody else would,” John 
said. “No white knight was going to 
ride over the horizon to help us.”

Rotarians 
working with 

refugees
THE NHILL MODEL

Photos: Melissa Powell Photography/
Hindmarsh Shire Council.
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This eventually led to an invitation 
from Rural Australians for Refugees 
(RAR) to give advice on how to settle 
people from other cultures in regional 
areas. Prior to that meeting in 2009, 
Margaret said neither she nor John 
knew much about the Karen, a 
small ethnic minority group from  
Burma (Myanmar). 

“We learnt that over 500,000 
Karen had fled from Burma to escape 
persecution by their home country’s 
brutal military dictatorship. They went 
to the refugee camps along the Thai 
border,” Margaret explained.

Many younger Karen have no 
memory of village life before the 
camps, when their families lived as 
subsistence farmers. Some Karen 
families have been displaced for over 
20 years, trapped in refugee camps 
without employment or freedom. 

As part of Austral ia’s annual 
resettlement program, many Karen 
refugees were invited by the Australian 
Federal Government to move to 
Melbourne and housed predominately 
in the western suburb of Werribee. 

Assisted by AMES Australia, John 
and Margaret travelled to Werribee 
to present two PowerPoints to 
120 refugees on the employment 
opportunities at Luv-a-Duck and a 
snapshot of the Nhill township. They 
presented to two groups and before 
they finished their first presentation, 
the clipboard they had brought to 
register interest was already full. 

There were a few reservations 
– mentioning Nhill was near the 
Victoria-South Australia state border 
provoked anxiety in the audience as 
they thought the border referred to 
was the Thai/Burma border, which to 
the Karen, meant the constant threat 
of military violence, not vast expanses 
of dryland farming country. 

Over the past nine years, close to 300 
Karen refugees have resettled in Nhill and 
the wider region, attracted by jobs offered 
by local poultry producer Luv-a-Duck and 
17 other businesses in the area.
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A few weeks later, a bus was 
chartered to Nhill, with 20 refugees 
taking a tour of the town and the 
Luv-a-Duck premises. The Karen met 
many of the locals, including the local 
hospital, schools, churches, police and, 
importantly, the volunteers at the Nhill 
Neighbourhood House (who were to 
become pivotal in the settlement).

Nh i l l ’s  i so la t ion  f rom urban 
centres, usually an impediment to 
attracting workers, made it a far 
more comfortable place for the 
Karen. Used to rural, village life, the 
hustle and bustle of Melbourne was 
overwhelming for them. 

“The city was quite foreign to 
them,” Margaret said. “When they 
came to Nhill and saw what we had to 
offer, it ignited hope that they could 
have a life that resembled their own 
back home. The Federal Government 
in Australia has tended to settle newly 
arrived refugees in major urban areas, 
where there is a higher concentration 
of language and employment services. 
However, they omitted to think about 
what those newly arrived immigrants 
really need.” 

Following their successful visit to 
Nhill, the Karen went away, and the 
following week phoned and said, 
“We’re ready to come, when can  
we start?”

The Millingtons made sure every 
step was taken to ensure the Karen’s 
introduction to Nhill life ran smoothly. 
Before they even committed to hiring 
the Karen, John held discussions 
with many community leaders and 
organisations. 

“Basical ly, anyone who could 
potentially give us a hard time,” 
John said. “We wanted people to be  
with us.”

John got in touch with the local 
doctor, Malcolm Anderson, who 
had vacated a vast, colonial house 
for a new surgery next door to the  
new hospital. 

“I rang him up and said, ‘What are 
you doing with the Big House, do 
you reckon we could rent it out to  
the Karen?’” 

They agreed anyone who had a job 
would pay $50 a week, and anyone 
else, from their families to those 
looking for work, could stay for free.

John then visited Eril and Paddy 
Field, local Lions club stalwarts, 
who lived across the road from the  
Big House. 

“I went in and saw them and 
explained what had happened to the 
Karen, how they’d had a rough trot, 
how their villages had been burned 
and how they’d lived in appalling 
conditions in refugee camps for years. 
I said they’d be needing a grandma 
and grandpa, someone who could 
help them out, tell them when to put 
the bins out, etc. and make them feel 
welcome.” 

There was no hesitation from this 
Christian couple!

Five families arrived within a week 
from the phone call. The Millingtons 
themselves personally offered to assist 
however they could, in addition to 
the foundations they had laid in the  
local community. 

“We told them to call on us anytime, 
and they did. The Karen needed help 
with everything, from shopping to 
dealing with bureaucracy. The cultural 
gap was immense,” Margaret said. 

Eril and Paddy were also tireless 
supporters, and the Karen would 
repay their kindness by helping with 
their gardening. Eril and Paddy also 
introduced them to their 90-year-
old neighbour, Peg Orford, another 
stalwart of the community.

The Karen ended up doing her 
yard too. When Peg moved into a 
retirement home, she had grown 
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so fond of the Karen she decided to 
donate her house and everything in it 
to them. It has since become a Karen 
community centre; any new Karen 
families can stay there for free until 
they find their feet. 

The Nhill Neighbourhood House 
Learning Centre has been pivotal to 
the success of the Nhill Karen story 
by helping in so many ways. Executive 
Officer Annette Creek established a 
mentoring program, where she helped 
match a Nhill local to a Karen. This 
meant each new family would have 
someone with whom they could 
establish a trusting relationship, and 
always turn to for help. Annette and 
her growing group of volunteers didn’t 
stop there. They set up many programs 
to assist the Karen settlement; how to 
buy a house, where to get a loan, what 

is a deposit, census forms, election 
voting, fishing and shooting licences, 
etc. The list grows from year to year.

The police sergeant at the time, 
Nelson Barwise, organised soccer 
matches and barbeques to get to 
know the Karen personally and build 
up their trust. In their past lives, the 
Burmese police and military often 
inflicted brutal attacks on the Karen, 
which made them fearful of anyone 
wearing a uniform. Nelson wanted 
them to know things were different in 
Nhill; that they could always come to 
the police if there was trouble or they 
needed advice. 

The Nhill Learning Centre expanded 
and evolved to help service the Karen’s 
needs. The small converted house 
previously delivered about 1600 hours 
of community education a year to 

locals – thanks to the Karen’s arrival it 
now provides 18,000 hours.

Originally, there was the obvious 
need to start up English classes, but 
this soon expanded to include many 
other courses that were tailored to 
help the Karen integrate into the 
Australian way of life. Annette and 
the volunteers helped set up lifestyle 
classes, which she says, “We Aussies 
take for granted. Many Karen had 
never been in a classroom before 
attending the centre or had any grasp 
of how to navigate everyday financial, 
legal or medical issues.” 

In 2010, a Karen worker at Luv-a-
Duck decided she was ready to buy 
a house, something that would have 
been impossible in Melbourne (Nhill 
has some of the cheapest housing  
in Victoria). 

However, despite insisting she 
had the money for the deposit, the 
bank found she appeared to have no 
savings. Each week, she immediately 
withdrew her salary leaving nothing 
in her account. It was soon discovered 
she was keeping money in a bag at 
her home. In response, the Learning 
Centre set up a “How to Buy a House” 
course, with local solicitors, real estate 
agents and bank managers coming 
along to explain the process. 

Sewing classes led to the setting 
up of the business Paw Po, selling 
handmade products like cushions and 
mats out of traditional Karen textiles. A 
closed shop in the main street of Nhill 
was utilised as well as an online store 
(www.pawpo.org.au). There have 
even been enquiries from boutiques  
in Melbourne. 

Over the next few years, more Karen 
refugees moved to Nhill to work at Luv-
a-Duck, and gradually other businesses 
in the area began taking them on. 
There are approximately 140 Karen 
working in 18 different businesses in 
Nhill and the wider region. 

Today, around 180 Karen are living 
in Nhill, making up 10 per cent of 
Nhill’s population, and another 100 
are living and working in the wider 
region. The 26th Karen family has 

Harmony (born on Harmony Day), left, and 
Plot Soe Paw live in Nhill with their parents 
Kaw Doh and Eh Tha Dah Paw and younger 

siblings Kaw Mu and Gu Thay Paw. 
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New Karen refugee settlers are now 
arriving directly from Thai refugee 
camps, reuniting families, setting down 
roots in the peace and tranquillity of 
Nhill. Australia is the Lucky Country 
John said, “But we are lucky they have 
chosen Nhill to be their new home”.

The benefits to the town have not 

recently purchased a home in Nhill – 
they are here to stay!

According to a joint report completed 
in 2015 by Deloitte Access Economics 
and AMES, an estimated $41.5 million 
has been added to the local economy 
by the Karen’s arrival. Luv-a-Duck has 
been able to expand; now a well-
known brand on supermarket shelves 
around the country. Likewise, the 
nearby Australian Wildflowers farm has 
moved into the export market thanks 
to their Karen-bolstered workforce. 

The population increase has also 
led to a much-welcomed rise in 
government funding for the remote 
area. During the last census, the Karen 
came to the learning centre to be 
assisted with filling in the census forms. 

“That is important for us, it’s all 
about numbers,” said Annette. “Our 
funding depends on the number of 
recipients using our services, and 
everyone understands that.”

Moreover, the population growth is 
likely to remain stable. Country towns 
often lose young people when they go 
to university and choose not to come 
back. Karen youth, on the other hand, 
tend to prefer staying near their family 

group in the rural setting. 
“They were happy to come here 

and create their own community in a 
rural village,” Margaret said. “That’s 
why a lot of the young Karen kids 
come back here, because they’re very  
community-minded.” 

Some have trained to become nurses 
and work in the local hospital, others 
have dreams of being hairdressers, 
farmers and working in aged care.

Hal Loo, 30, is nearly a fully qualified 
mechanic at Halfway Motors. His father 
was among the first Karen to move his 
family to Nhill. When Hal first came 
looking for a job, business owner Kim 
Moyle said they didn’t have any work. 
The next day, he turned up again and 
said he’d work for free. Impressed 
with his work ethic and attitude, they 
took him on full time. 

“He loves working here,” Kim said. 
“He’s got a smile on his face all the 
time. He comes in here happy and just 
lifts the mood of the whole place.” 

“Nhill is a good place for us Karen,” 
says Hal. “Coming here gave me 
the opportunity to see my dream 
of working with cars and machines  
come true.”

The Karen social enterprise 
in Nhill called Paw Po. 
Photo: Janine Grover.
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just been economic. The influx of 
Karen migrants has injected new life 
into the ageing community, with the 
Karen eager to take part in Australian 
culture and share their own. 

In the first year they arrived, 
without warning, many of the Karen 
community turned up at the RSL in 
traditional dress for the Rotary dawn 
service and march on ANZAC Day, 
clearly intending to participate in 
the parade. Then president of the 
Rotary Club of Nhill, Glenn Fraser had 
organised for some Karen volunteers 
to help with the club’s annual Dawn 
Service Gunfire Breakfast.

“But I had no idea they wanted to 
also march in the Parade,” Glenn said.

The community of Nhill soon came 
to learn of the role the Karen played in 
supporting the Allies in Burma against 
the Japanese in WWII. 

The Karen New Year has also 
become an annual event in Nhill, with 
the Karen inviting everyone to take 
part in their cultural performances, 
followed by a traditional meal, all at 
no cost to guests. When asked why 
at no cost, the leader of the Karen, 
Kaw Doh, said, “It’s our way of saying 
thanks for all the help we have been 
given throughout the past year by Nhill 
people. January 2019 was the 8th time 
we have put on the celebration.”

The Karen are eager to give back in 

other ways to the community that has 
given them so much. When Hindmarsh 
Landcare Network put out a call 
to Rotary for volunteers, 50 Karen 
appeared and spent the day singing 
traditional songs, while planting more 
than 5000 trees around a local lake. 

In 2013, the Rotary Club of Nhill 
embarked on one of its biggest club 
projects in recent years. The Nhill 
Swamp Boardwalk was in disrepair and 
was threatened with demolition. It had 
been built some 20 years previously, 
assisted by the Nhill community and 
Rotary club. The decision was made 
to rebuild the boardwalk over an 
estimated four-year period. Given 
the enormity of the project, the Nhill 
Masonic Lodge offered to help. 

Project leader Laurie Robins, of the 
Rotary Club of Nhill suggested they 
ask six or so Karen to help. To his 
great surprise, approximately 30 Karen 
turned up and continued to come 
back every time they had a working 
bee, including the dismantling and 
de-nailing of all the boardwalk treads. 

“The rebuild took half the time we 
had estimated,” Laurie said “If it wasn’t 
for our Karen volunteers, we would 
have taken at least the four years to 
finish. They were a wonderful group 
of people to work alongside, always 
happy and laughing among themselves, 
probably at our workmanship!”

The Rotary club decided to formalise 
the Karen community volunteer’s 
relationship with Rotary and establish 
a Community Corp, Rotary’s way 
of harnessing and formalising the 
involvement of people in the local 
community, who are not involved 
directly as Rotarians, but contribute 
to the benefit of that community in 
other ways. There were a number 
who assisted in the process and the 
club is grateful to all who facilitated 
District 9780 formalising their Karen 
Community Corp. 

Former Rotarian Wendy Robins 
invited a young Karen lady to come to 
Rotary on several occasions. ThaBlay 
Sher was the Integration Aide at the 
Nhill College. 

“She is a wonderful ambassador 
for her Karen community,  so I 
decided to nominate her for Rotary,”  
Wendy said. 

Subsequently, ThaBlay was inducted 
into the Rotary Club of Nhill in June 
2015. She has been an active member 
ever since. 

The fol lowing year, president 
Ginty Thomson was organising the 
Roadside clean-up for the annual 
Keep Australia Beautiful day. 

“I decided to ask the Karen to help 
us,” Ginty said, “and with ThaBlay’s 
help there were more Karen helpers 
than Rotarians”

ThaBlay and Fleur Maidment, 
daughter of club member Helen 
Teakle, recently delivered a much-
needed SkyHydrant water filter to 
a refugee camp in eastern Burma. 
Many Rotarians will be familiar with 
these through Disaster Aid. The filters 
are an Australian invention perfect 
for remote conditions. They have also 
taken food, medicines, mosquito nets 
and education materials.

“Rotary in Nhill has been enhanced 
in so many ways by the involvement 
of the Karen in our projects and 
community activities,” last year’s club 
president Kathryn Clohesy said. “We 
are a small club but, thanks to the 
Karen, we punch above our weight.”

The settlement program, with 
such humble beginnings in 2009, 
has come to be recognised as a 
successful rural refugee resettlement 
program in Australia. Now known 
as the Nhill Model, it has become a 
template for refugee relocation and  
rural regeneration. 

“You put the economic analysis 
side-by-side with the tremendous 
social impact then you’ve got an 
outstanding example for all small rural 
communities in Australia,” former 
Hindmarsh Shire Chief Executive Tony 
Doyle said. “There wouldn’t be many 
small rural towns around Australia like 
Nhill that aren’t suffering population 
loss, and the Karen settlement has 
been a great example of how that can 
be addressed.” 

Ree Ta and Kyaw 
Sein dancing.
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One of the world’s largest refugee 
camps has become a beneficiary 
of Rotary’s efforts to redistribute 
surplus medical supplies resulting 
from the closure of the Royal 
Adelaide Hospital. 

Following the hospital’s move 
to its new $2.3 billion premises, 
a formal agreement was reached 
between the South Australian 
government and Rotary Australia 
Wor ld  Communi ty  Serv i ce ’s 
(RAWCS) Donations in Kind to 
facilitate dispersal of equipment and 
furnishings excess to requirements 
to disadvantaged communities. The 
enormous effort has been a tribute 
to Rotary’s capacity to manage 
complex, large-scale projects. 

A 500kg operating table, beds, 
mattresses, tables, trolleys and an 
ultrasound machine are just some 
of the items sent to the Kakuma 
refugee camp in the north-western 
region of Kenya. Now in use by 
the Kakuma General Hospital, the 
items benefit the population of 
more than over 186,000 registered 
refugees and asylum-seekers in 
the camp, as well as the local  
Turkana people.

T h e  B a r e f o o t  t o  B o o t s 
organisation was the driving force 
behind the shipment to Kakuma, 
whose founders Awer Mabil and 
Awer Bul are former residents of 
the camp. After settling in South 
Australia, Mabil ended up playing 
for Adelaide United soccer team 

in the A-League, before being 
recruited to play in Europe for the 
Portuguese football club, Pacos de 
Ferreira. Barefoot to Boots’ main 
directive is providing sports boots, 
shirts and balls to refugees to help 
improve their health and wellbeing, 
but they also facilitate shipment of 
as many other supplies they can 
muster to help improve the quality 
of life. 

Members of Adelaide’s South 
Sudanese community came out 
to help load the container, many 
of who were either born, lived 
or raised in Kakuma and some of 
who still had family and friends  
living there. 

As much soccer gear and books 
as possible were loaded alongside 
the hospital equipment. After 
the goods were dispersed, the 
container itself was transformed 
into a library for use by refugees 
within the camp. 

The  sh i pmen t  i s  one  o f 
dozens sent all over the world. 
Disadvantaged communities in 24 
developing countries have received 
conta iners ,  inc luding Papua 
New Guinea, Cambodia, Ghana, 
Mongolia, Sierra Leone, Timor 
Leste and Uganda.

Rotary’s work has been essential 
to not only drastically reducing 
the number of items consigned to 
landfill, but also helping improve 
the medical care available to people 
all around the world. 

From 
Adelaide 
to Kakuma 
with love

A young footballer plays with a football during an 
afternoon match at the Kakuma Refugee Camp in 

Kenya. (Photo: UNHCR/Will Swanson)
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I n  2016,  the  Rota ry  C lub  of 
Wahroonga, NSW, became involved 
in a collaborative community effort to 
assemble welcome packs for incoming 
Syrian refugees.

The conflict in Syria triggered the 
world’s largest humanitarian crisis 
since WWII, with over four million 
people seeking safe haven from war 
and violence. New South Wales took 
in over 6000 refugees, many of who 
were women with young families and 
orphaned minors. 

Rotarians worked with the Ku-ring-
gai Council and Lifeline Harbour to 
Hawkesbury to collect items to help 
with their transition to Australia and 
make them feel welcome. 

Word was spread throughout the 
local community regarding the need 
for donations. The team also contacted 
churches, businesses and other welfare 
groups directly. 

Over several months, a tremendous 
$100,000 worth of goods were 
received. Council premises were used 
as a depot, where the packs were  
later assembled. 

There was also a concerted effort to 
have adult toiletries, children’s toys and 
school supplies donated by students 
and their parents at local schools – 
over 500 of these were contributed. 

More than $6000 in tax-deductible 
cash donations were also collected, 
utilising the project fundraising facility 
of Rotary Australia World Community 
Service (RAWCS). 

Following the completion of the 
project, the Rotary Club of Wahroonga 
has continued providing support  
to refugees. 

“One of our newer members at 
the time, Janelle Speight, had great 
empathy with the Welcome Pack 
project and participated heavily. She has 

since maintained a significant interest 
in refugee causes and has become 
involved with several of the refugee 
organisations our club connected with 
throughout the project,” fellow club 
member Ian Cameron said. 

Jane l le  i s  now pres ident  of 
Multicultural Integration Community 
Support and secretary of the Hornsby 
Ku-ring-gai Multicultural Network, 
organisations facil itating l iaison 
between services and supporting 
refugees in the community. She is 
also president nominee of the Rotary 
Club of Wahroonga for the 2020-21  
Rotary year. 

“Need l e s s  t o  s a y,  J ane l l e ’s 
enthusiasm and involvement has kept 
the subject matter in front of our 
Rotary club and members participate 
in events associated with these 
organisations helping refugees in our 
wider community,” Ian said.

Wahroonga welcomes refugees

Syrian refugees at an informal 
settlement in the Bekaa valley, 
Lebanon. (Photo: UNHCR/
Michael Muller)
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Working 
with 
refugees

The Rotary Club of Southport, Qld, 
runs a program to support refugee 
students entering high school for the 
first time. The club covers school fees 
and the cost of books, uniforms, an 
iPad or laptop, and any other items 
students need for their first year of 
secondary schooling. 

The project was spearheaded 
by Rotarian Rhonda Whitton, who 
started up a similar initiative at her 
previous club, the Rotary Club of 
Kardinia, Vic.

“It began in 2013 as part of 
Rotary International president Sakuji 
Tanaka’s theme that year of Peace 
Through Service,” Rhonda said. 
“The program is not to support 
gifted students, but rather to 
support refugee families by paying 
for their child’s initial secondary  
school essentials.”

In 2018, the Rotary Club of 
Southport aided a young refugee 
with a sight disability. Club members 
had the opportunity to welcome him 
when he attended a club meeting 
with his mother. 

In 2019, two students received 
financial support: a young man 
from Eritrea entering Year 8, and a 
young woman from Libya starting 
Year 7. Both are enrolled in a local 
high school, with who the club will 
be liaising throughout the year to 
ensure their educational needs are 
catered for. 

This will be done in partnership 
with The Migrant Centre, a not-
for-profit funded by the Australian 
Government facilitating settlement, 
inclusion and economic opportunities 
for migrants, also based in Southport. 

Assisting young refugees on the 
path to an education is one of the 
many ways the club upholds Rotary’s 
key areas of focus and works with 
those who need a hand in their  
local community. 

Southport 
supporting 
refugee 
students

The Rotary Club of Bundoora, Vic, 
is active in numerous programs 
supporting asylum seekers and 
refugees in the community. 

Club member Francis Acquah was 
originally behind the establishment 
of a Homework and Study Skills 
program for African refugee youth, 
when he realised the many academic 
hurdles they routinely face. 

English as a second language, 
compounded with feelings of 
homes ickness ,  i so lat ion and 
culture shock, makes integrating 
into the Australian school system 
exceptionally difficult. Additionally, 
their parents are often unable 
to assist with their homework or 
afford private coaching to help 
them overcome their difficulties. 

The Homework and Study 

Skills program was launched in 
collaboration with the Rotary clubs 
of Bundoora, Greensborough and 
Ivanhoe in Victoria. 

Students, ranging in age from 
Prep to Year 12, received one-on-
one assistance from Rotarians with 
their homework, assignments and 
any other aspects of course work 
they were struggling with. 

Activity sessions teaching other 
skills were also hosted through 
the program. Knitting classes by a 
Rotarian’s elderly mother proved 
such a hit that soon mothers came 
to class asking to have lessons 
themselves. This had the added 
benefit of giving Rotarians extended 
opportunities to discuss with them 
their children’s schooling. It also 
led to them being able to observe 

Andrew 
Treadwell, of 
the Rotary 
Club of 
Bundoora, with 
participants 
of Whittlesea 
Community 
Connections, 
a coaching 
program 
assisting new 
arrivals to 
develop the 
confidence 
and skills 
they need to 
participate fully 
in the broader 
community.
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firsthand the model of Rotarians 
reading to their children to copy at 
home at night. 

Greensborough Scouts and their 
families came along to join in the 
activities, with many of the senior 
Scouts assisting in tutoring the 
students. Other people from the 
community, including a number of 
young African-Australians currently 
doing tertiary studies, also began to 
tutor. The program was eventually 
taken over by these university students. 

At the end of the school year, the 
Rotary clubs of Bundoora, Ivanhoe 
and Greensborough combined to 
financially support a zoo excursion 
trip, with club members going along 
as volunteer guides. 

Another member of the Rotary 
Club of Bundoora, Andrew Treadwell 
(a retired secondary school principal), 
coached at Whittlesea Community 
Connections, an NGO providing 
individual casework and group 
activities to assist new arrivals develop 
the confidence and skills they need 
to participate fully in the broader 
community. This coaching program 
was also passed on to university 
students, who now volunteer. 

Andrew, together with his wife Jan 
Macdonald, also a member of the 
Rotary Club of Bundoora and a former 
teacher, conduct Australian Citizenship 
classes for adults from a number of 

different backgrounds. They are taught 
English using a variety of methods, 
including games and songs, which 
are particularly popular. Whittlesea 
Community Connections provides child 
care so that young mothers are also 
able to attend the classes. 

Another former principal and 
member of the Rotary Club of 
Bundoora, Ray Wilton, assists with 
teaching English. The most popular 
part of his classes is the Mystery 
Animal he brings along from his work 
as a volunteer guide at the zoo. Our 
newest Australians have learnt the 
difference between marsupials and 
monotremes and can identify the 
common birdwing butterfly. 

The Rotary Club of Bundoora’s Family 
Picnic at the Children’s Farm is an annual 
event, welcoming disadvantaged 
families from the area who would find 
it beyond their family budgets to enjoy 
this wonderful community facility in 
Bundoora Park. Everything is provided 
for the families who take part, including 
the entrance fee, farm tour, feeding the 
baby animals, a hayride through the 
Wildlife Reserve to see kangaroos and 
emus, a ride on a horse and cart, an 
egg hunt and a barbecue lunch. 

For each of the past two years, 
the Rotary Club of Bundoora has 
donated $4000 to the Back to School 
Program run by Whittlesea Community 
Connections, providing books and 

uniforms for needy families, many of 
who are refugees or asylum seekers.

Whittlesea Community Connections 
currently runs a soccer clinic for both 
boys and girls. 

This year, the club has been awarded a 
matching district grant to help subsidise 
the cost of these children joining the 
local football club. It is hoped this will 
help the integration of children and 
their parents into the wider community.

Members of the Rotary Club of 
Bundoora have been attending 
the fortnightly dinners arranged by 
Whittlesea Community Connections to 
welcome asylum seekers to Australia. 
Families of the various emerging 
communities prepare and cook the 
meal reminiscent of their country of 
birth. The Rotary Club of Bundoora 
has agreed to fund the next five  
month’s dinners. 

One in te res t ing  aspect  was 
discovering that one of the young 
women attending these dinners had 
been accepted to university, but her 
parents were unable to afford to send 
her. The Rotary Club of Bundoora has 
voted to donate an annual scholarship 
to a student to enable him or her to 
attend university. 

For more information, contact district 
coordinators Jan Macdonald and 
Andrew Treadwell via republicanjanm@
optusnet.com.au, 0421 411 481 or  
03 9435 0239.

The Rotary clubs of Bundoora, Ivanhoe and 
Greensborough financed an excursion to the zoo 
for participants of the Homework and Study Skills 
program, with club members volunteering as guides. 
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Promoting 
understanding, 
breaking down 
barriers

Keynote speaker on the night was 
Toowoomba Young Citizen of the Year 
2018 and member of the Toowoomba 
Regional Council’s Youth Committee 
Prudence Melom. Prudence shared 
her journey to Australia from Benin, 
located on the Gulf of Guinea, Africa. 
She also spoke about her efforts to 
combat racism as the Founder of 
E-raced, a non-profit organisation with 
programs designed to focus on the 
stories of refugees and migrants who 
now call Australia home. E-raced uses 
the power of storytelling during visits 
to rural and regional schools across 
Australia to break down racial barriers.

Assistance was sought from the 
HumeRidge Church of Christ to stage 
the event, which operates a number of 
programs for refugees and immigrants. 
Members of the church’s community 
were invited along, with HumeRidge 
Church Pastors Jamie Patikura and 
Neale Proellocks providing insight 
into the assistance they provide to 
international new arrivals.

“The HumeRidge Church’s highly 

successful English Centre supports 
refugees, migrants and students in 
learning English and understanding 
Australian culture, together with driving 
assistance and supporting practical 
needs as they arise. Homework help 
is provided to students from migrant 
and refugee families. Children and 
young people from Prep to Grade 12 
are assisted through one-on-one and 
small group interaction,” Jamie said. 

Charles Kitapindu, from the Mercy 

The Rotary Club of Toowoomba East, 
Qld, recently organised a dinner 
event aimed at creating greater 
understanding and breaking down 
stereotypes of refugees. 

The  Toowoomba reg ion has 
become home to many refugees 
and immigrants, with people from 
many different cultures now calling 
the area home. Additionally, there 
is a significant international student 
populat ion attending the local 
University of Southern Queensland. 

While there are a number of programs 
being operated by the government 
and community organisations, the 
club decided more could be done to 
facilitate understanding of what drives 
refugees and immigrants to make a 
new life in Australia.

Attended by over 70 Rotarians, 
refugees and recent immigrants, the 
dinner was held at the Glen Postle 
Intergenerational Mentoring Hub at the 
Toowoomba Flexi School, a community 
sustainable project supported by the 
Rotary Club of Toowoomba East since 
inception, designed to help break the 
cycle of student disengagement and 
provide intensive case management 
to help those facing disadvantage  
and poverty.

Many of the dinner’s refugee guests 
had come to Australia to escape 
religious and political persecution, or 
war-torn and drought-afflicted African 
and Middle Eastern countries. All 
enjoyed a delicious menu of traditional 
African and Syrian cuisine. 
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Community Cultural Diversity Hub, 
also organised for African members 
of the Great Lakes Parents and Youths 
Dance Group to join the dinner and 
stage a dance performance. Charles 
spoke about his role as the Hub’s 
community engagement worker and 
their programs, such as Community 

Action for a Multicultural Society. 
“This is the best Rotary event I have 

had the pleasure of attending,” club 
president Craig Mathieson said. “The 
interaction between club members 
and our international guests was 
fantastic, with much fun and laughter 
throughout the evening.”

The dinner was the first step 
in  c rea t ing  re la t ionsh ips  and 
understanding between Rotarians and 
the refugee community. Project plans 
are in the works to enable further 
sustainable contributions by the Rotary 
Club of Toowoomba East towards 
refugee and immigrant integration.

ABOVE: Keynote 
speaker Prudence 
Melom, left, 
and her mother, 
Angele. (Photo: 
UNHCR/Anna 
Singleton)
LEFT: Over 70 
Rotarians, refugees 
and immigrants 
attended the 
Rotary Club of 
Toowoomba East’s 
recent dinner 
event, aimed at 
breaking down 
stereotypes of 
refugees. 
OPPOSITE: African 
members of 
the Great Lakes 
Parents and 
Youths Dance 
Group entertained 
dinner guests 
with a dance 
performance.
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Refugees usually arrive with next to 
nothing, meaning even after they 
are provided a safe place to live, 
they are without even the most basic 
household items. St Paul’s Cathedral 
in Wellington, NZ, is among the 
community organisations collaborating 
with the Red Cross to settle refugees 
in their area. The Rotary and Interact 
clubs of Port Nicholson, NZ, routinely 
assist with this work. 

“Typically, the church will help out 
with bedding, linen, furniture and 
white wear, and club members will 
come in with the smaller things,” said 
club member Dr Marc Rands, who 
is also a member of the Cathedral 
congregation. “There is a group of 
club members we regularly ask to buy 
grocery items – generally dry goods 
and tinned food rather than fresh 
items like meat.”

Members of the Interact Club of 
Port Nicholson have also given their 
time to unload supplies donated to the 
refugees, even giving up some of their 
school holidays to do so. 

The Rotary club went even further 
last year, coordinating the donation 
of an entire household full of supplies 
and equipment for a refugee family  
of four. 

Members of the community were 
invited to take part by contributing 
even just one item off the family’s wish 
list. A website was provided with a 
booking function to enable people to 
select the item they wished to source, 
to ensure there were not double ups – 
rather like a wedding gift registry. 

The prov i s ions  encompassed 
crockery, cutlery, bedlinen, cleaning 
supplies and electrical equipment like 
a kettle, vacuum and microwave. The 
pantry was further stocked with basic 

ingredients and a selection of books, 
games and toys provided for their 
11-year-old boy to enjoy. 

It was a great way for the family 
to be welcomed to their new home 
country, comfortably facilitating their 
settling in with the knowledge the local 
community cared for their wellbeing. 

“Once we have dropped off 
the goods, other volunteers take 
everything to the houses, make beds, 
fill cupboards and turn the houses into 
homes,” Marc said. 

A house 
full of care

On a Sunday afternoon during their holidays, 
members of the Interact Club of Port Nicholson 
assisted with unloading household goods 
dropped off by parishioners at St Paul’s 
Cathedral in Wellington for the 12 incoming 
families of refugees arriving in Wellington.


