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Coming together 
for Refugee 
Week 2022
Refugee Week 2022: Healing
Australia and the rest of the world have a once-
in-a-lifetime opportunity to hit the reset button 
on how we behave towards one another. The 
importance of human connections has been 
underscored by the pandemic and such lessons can 
help us in so many ways. We can draw upon shared 
hardship to heal wounds, to learn from each other 
and to move forward. Healing can occur through 
storytelling, through community and also through 
realisation of our intrinsic interconnectedness as 
individuals. 

In 2022, we encourage organisations and 
individuals to utilise our website for Refugee Week 
resources and events that will facilitate this healing 
and subsequent rejuvenation. Let us make 2022 
much more than just a footnote in the pandemic 
years, let us heal together and emerge a more 
fulfilled and connected society. 

.

Happy You’re Here. 
In this pack, you’ll find a suite of resources to 
help you take part in the celebration. We let you 
know how to plan an event, get people along and 
engage the media. 

To make Refugee Week 2022 as accessible as 
possible, we have designed events that you can 
host or join either online or in person.

We’ve also included background information on 
the history of refugee communities in Australia and 
around the world and a library of resources. 

If you’re keen to get involved, this pack provides 
you with new, tailored resources to help you along 
the way. 

And of course, don’t forget to register your event at 
the Refugee Week website so that we can include 
it in the official tally and promote it through our 
calendar and events map. That way, we can show 
the world the incredible support that exists across 
Australia for those who have sought safety here. 

I’m happy you’re safe.
I’m happy you’re free.
I’m happy you’re here.
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Before we get started, 
we need to thank some 
important people. 
Firstly, to all of the people from refugee 
communities who stepped forward to put together 
an incredible week of celebrations, thank you! 
2022 is set to be a very exciting Refugee Week, in 
spite of the continuing challenging circumstances – 
thanks in no small part to you. 

We are really excited to announce our partnership 
with Canva who have come onboard to help us 
design a range of graphics and templates to help 
you promote events and show support for refugees 
during Refugee Week.

Home - www.refugeeweek.org.au 
Refugee Week is only made possible each year 
because of the incredible organisations that support 
it. Thank you so much to Settlement Services 
International (SSI) and Canva for coming on board 
as Event Partners in 2022. Thank you to SBS Food 
who are our Principal Partner this year. Thanks 
also go to our Major Partners City of Sydney, 
Multicultural NSW and Multicultural Australia 
and our Partners Overseas Services to Survivors of 
Torture and Trauma (OSSTT), Baker and McKenzie, 
Victorian State Government, Foundation House, 
Jesuit Social Service and NSW Teachers Federation. 
Finally, thank you to all our Supporters St Vincent 
de Paul Society, NSW Service for the Treatment 
and Rehabilitation of Torture and Trauma Survivors 
(STARTTS), NSW Refugee Health Service, CORE 

Thanks 

Community Services, Australian Migrant Resource 
Centre, Syd West Multicultural Services, Amnesty 
International and and Jesuit Refugee Service.

Thanks also to Refugee Week UK, who are helping 
us showcase Refugee Week initiatives from around 
the globe this year. See the website for more 
details. 

Finally, thank you – all of you. Every year, you turn 
out in your thousands to demonstrate your support 
for Australia’s refugee communities. While we’re 
not surprised by this incredible level of support, 
we’re always blown away by your energy and 
creativity, during Refugee Week. 

Our Event Partners Canva have been busy 
preparing a whole lot of exciting new designs to 
help communities all over Australia show their 
support for Refugee Week and make refugees feel 
welcome. The designs are also an opportunity for 
refugee communities to feedback on what Refugee 
Week means to them. Canva have designed 36 
templates including for social media, videos and 
posters. Each template can be customised for your 
event and celebrations. See the Refugee Week 
website for more details.

Major Partners

Principal PartnerEvent Partners

https://www.refugeeweek.org.au
https://www.refugeeweek.org.au
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What is 
Refugee 
Week?
How the dream of a global 
celebration was realised
Refugee Week is Australia’s peak annual activity 
to promote greater awareness of refugees, the 
issues they face and the contributions refugees are 
making to the Australian community – but it all 
began in the 1980s with a small local event and a 
grand dream of a global celebration.

The idea of celebrating Refugee Week was first 
proposed by the founding president of the Refugee 
Council of Australia (RCOA), Major-General Paul 
Cullen, at a meeting of RCOA members in Sydney 
in February 1983. Major-General Cullen was also 
the founding president of Austcare (Australians 
Care for Refugees), an organisation established in 
1967 to raise funds for international projects to 
support refugees.

The first celebration of Refugee Week was a 
street procession and picnic lunch held in Sydney 
on Sunday 9 November 1986. Organised by 
Austcare with the support of a small grant from 
the International Year of Peace Committee, 
the procession from Belmore Park to Sydney 
Domain involved around 200 people including 
representatives of Afghan, Eritrean, South African, 
Vietnamese, Chilean, El Salvadorean and other 
refugee communities.

In 1987, Austcare and RCOA worked together to 
organise a series of Refugee Week events from 
8-14 November 1987 in Sydney and Canberra – a 
forum on international refugee issues, a concert in 
Sydney’s Martin Place hosted by television presenter 
George Negus, a 20th celebration dinner for 
Austcare and an address at the Canberra Club by 
UNHCR’s regional representative Iqbal Alimohamed.

The first national celebration of Refugee Week took 
place from 18-24 September 1988, focusing on 
the theme “12 million lives on hold”. Organised 
by Austcare, RCOA and UNHCR with the support 
of national and state committees, the week was 
launched at the Australian Pavilion at Expo ’88 in 
Brisbane and evens included receptions in most 
states, two concerts and a RCOA Refugee Forum 
in Sydney, an inter-faith service in Melbourne, 
nationally televised discussions and documentaries, 
radio interviews and a Press Club Luncheon in 
Canberra with lawyer Geoffrey Robertson as guest 
speaker.

Major-General Cullen’s vision for Refugee Week 
was always that it become a global celebration. 
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Having won the Nansen Medal, UNHCR’s most 
prestigious global award, in 1981, Major-General 
Cullen was well-known and respected by UNHCR’s 
international leadership and he used these 
connections to promote this idea. RCOA’s executive 
director Luke Hardy backed this up by lobbying for 
an international refugee day or week at UNHCR’s 
1988 annual global consultations with NGOs. 
However, the proposal was not taken up by UNHCR 
– at least not for some time.

In 1989, Refugee Week in Australia shifted to June, 
aligning it with the only other similar international 
celebration, Africa Refugee Day, held on 20 June. 
The Organisation of African Unity (OAU) organised 
the first Africa Refugee Day on 20 June 1975, to 
mark the first anniversary of the OAU Convention 
Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee 
Problems in Africa coming into force.

Australia’s celebration of Refugee Week grew in 
prominence each year, with Austcare taking the 
lead, supported by RCOA and Refugee Week 
committees in different states. From 1997, Austcare 
took the decision to move Refugee Week to 
October, as local committees expressed their wish 
to hold outside events in warmer weather.

Major-General Cullen’s dream of a global annual 
celebration of the contribution of refugees was 
achieved in 2001 when UNHCR coordinated the 
first World Refugee Day, holding it on 20 June to 
align with Africa Refugee Day.

In 2004, Austcare decided to withdraw from 
Refugee Week, reflecting the agency’s shift from 
focusing on refugees to a wider humanitarian 
mandate. RCOA stepped in to take on the 
coordination role, to keep the momentum of 
Refugee Week going.

Noting that it was far from ideal for Australia to 
continue to celebrate Refugee Week in October 
four months after World Refugee Day, RCOA 
negotiated with the organisations around Australia 
which were involved in Refugee Week to align the 
national celebration with the global event.

In 2007, Refugee Week shifted back to June, to the 
same week (Sunday to Saturday) which includes 
World Refugee Day, 20 June. For RCOA, this was 
the full achievement of the goal outlined by our 
founding president in 1983 – a simultaneous 
national and global week of activities to draw 
attention to the needs and aspirations of refugees 
and to celebrate refugees’ contributions to the 
communities in which they live.

Since then, Refugee Week has grown into a week in 
which hundreds of organisations – small and large, 
from local groups of volunteers to large statutory 
organisations, people of refugee background and 
allies from across the community, local councils, 
schools, students, faith-based organisations and 
business – can celebrate the week in the way they 
believe is most meaningful. In recent years, events 
have included celebrations of music and the arts, 
public talks and seminars on refugee issues, sporting 
events, rallies and much more.

Dancing at 2005 Victoria launch Refugee Week
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The COVID-19 pandemic forced the 2020 
celebration of Refugee Week to become a fully 
virtual celebration but created new possibilities for 
national and international participation in online 
events. As social distancing restrictions have eased, 
Refugee Week has returned to in-person events 
but virtual events remain an important part of 
the calendar. The modern celebration of Refugee 
Week blends the traditional, local events which 
bring people together in person to meet, eat and 
celebrate and online events which link people 
across state and national borders..

The aims of Refugee Week
Refugee Week is an important opportunity for us 
all to experience and celebrate the rich cultures 
of refugee communities through theatre, music, 
dance, film, food and other kinds of events that 
take place all over Australia - and beyond. This 
participatory festival typically encompasses events 
hosted by a wide range of people - individuals, 
community, voluntary and statutory organisations, 
schools, student groups, faith-based organisations 
and more. This diversity creates an eclectic and 
diverse celebration appealing to all ages. 

The key aims of Refugee Week are: 

• To celebrate the ways in which people from refugee 
backgrounds enrich our communities and culture. 

• To educate the public about who refugees are 
and why they have come to Australia, and to 
understand the many challenges they face in 
doing so. 

• To foster empathy and understanding and in doing 
so, encourage a safe and welcoming environment 
for people seeking safety in Australia. 

• To enable communities and individuals to take 
positive action, and stand in solidarity with people 
seeking asylum and displaced people in Australia 
and around the world. 

2015 Refugee Week event - signing of Refugee 
Welcome Zone declaration by ACT Government.

2011 NSW launch of Refugee Week - Sierra Leone 
Cultural Performance Group
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Meet the 
Ambassador:  
Lizzy Kouth
Lizzy is a leader in the multicultural sector 

and adviser on refugee experience and 
community engagement, passionate about 

the advancement and advocacy of issues to build 
better, more inclusive communities.

Currently, she is a Victorian Multicultural 
Commissioner and also works in public health 
promotion and education sector, delivering and 
implementing programs to build awareness 
and drive change within school setting and the 
community.

She is also a non-executive board member at the 
Victorian Council of Social Service. Lizzy also helps 
lead a significant Victorian State Government 
initiative, the Metropolitan Partnerships program, 
helping build community engagement on the 
economy, inclusion, and the environment to design 
and deliver better policy outcomes. 

In her role as Member for the Inner Southeast 
Region Partnership (InnerSEMetroPartnership), she 
builds relationships with community and industry 
leaders to listen and help identify the issues that 
matter with a focus on youth and refugees.

Her passion is helping other refugees overcome 
enormous challenges to build a great life in Australia 
and contribute to communities. As a public speaker, 
working with the Refugee Council of Australia, she 
shares her own refugee story of fleeing war-torn 
South Sudan with her grandma and three young 
brothers, only to be stuck in Egypt for four years 
before arriving in Melbourne in 2005.

She is now studying a business degree with a 
major in economics at Swinburne University, she 
has an Advanced Diploma Justice from Holmesglen 
Institute and enjoys a lifelong love of learning, 
undertaking many subsequent courses.  

“I have been given a huge opportunity and I want to 
pay it forward. I am a leader in my local community, 
advising the City of Monash on community 
engagement initiatives to educate and inform on 
service delivery across arts, culture, and events”.

She has also worked with diverse groups including 
the United Nations Association of Australia, Victorian 
Police, White Ribbon and South Sudanese Community 
Association raising awareness, promoting social 
cohesion, gender equality and respectful relationships. 
She has also done a lot of informal mentoring 
and love seeing young people thrive through 
acknowledgment, recognition and assistance.

When not working, you’ll find her sipping tea, 
writing poems, and reflecting on families, friends, 
and opportunities.
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After the events of the last few years, we 
now appreciate the experience of sharing 
a meal with friends and family more than 

ever before. But even prior to the pandemic, food 
has always been a unifying force: a way to pass on 
cultural traditions, an act of love and celebration of 
culture. For many displaced peoples, cooking and 
sharing a meal from one’s own culture is a way to 
remember home. 

This year, we would like to encourage as many 
people as possible to recognise the unifying power 
of a shared meal. If you’d like to get involved in 
Refugee Week but you’re not sure how, consider 
signing up to host an event at your school to 
celebrate the rich culinary diversity of Australia’s 
refugee communities. 

We have had the amazing opportunity to compile 
recipes and stories from an amazing group of people 
into our first ever cookbook. For your event, cook 
one of the recipes provided with your friends, family 
or wider and community and share the story behind 
that meal. We have also provided, together with 

SBS, cook-along recipe videos in which the chef 
shares the meaning of that dish to them. Whatever 
group of people you wish to bring together, or 
the cultures you wish to celebrate, we’ve provided 
everything you need to host an amazing event – 
online or in person.  
Check out www.refugeeweek.org.au for more 
information.

If you’re able, consider doubling your event up as 
a fundraiser for the work of the Refugee Council 
of Australia. We pay all the people who have 
provided recipes and stories for their time, and any 
money left over goes to support our advocacy for 
the humane treatment of refugees in Australia and 
around the world. 

Meet Noor
Watch Noor’s video on SBS Food Online where 
she cooks her Rohingyan Beef Curry. She 
explains how this was the first dish she and her 
family shared when they arrived in Australia. For 
them, it is the taste of freedom after a lifetime 
of cultural and economic oppression, hunger and 
homelessness.

Event resources:

Share a meal, 
share a story 

https://www.refugeeweek.org.au


10

Organising an event, however big or small, requires 
thought, planning and effort in order to be a 
success. Whether you use the Share a Meal, Share 

a Story template or do your own thing, below we outline 
some considerations you may wish to take on board. 

What are you trying to achieve?
So, you have decided that you want to do something 
to support Refugee Week. But what is it that you want 
to achieve by running the event? Maybe it is to raise 
money, or awareness of important issues. It may be an 
opportunity to bring refugee communities together with 
others, strengthen cross-cultural relationships, or to 
allow people to celebrate their culture in Australia. It is 
good to be clear about the objectives of the event before 
you start your planning.

What kind of event will you host?
The following questions may help you formulate an idea 
for an event or project:

• Who is your target audience? A key aim of Refugee 
Week is to raise awareness to people who are not 
familiar with the refugee experience, so think about 
how your event can reach out to those people.

• What do you think this audience will enjoy? Your event 
could be anything from a shared meal, to a music, 
dance or poetry evening or a fete, sports event, debate 
or lecture. You might wish to raise funds for the 
Refugee Council of Australia or another organisation. 

• In 2022, we suggest planning an event which can take 
place either online or in person if possible, so that 
people can attend whatever the status of lockdown 
restrictions at the time. 

• Who will help you to organise it? Think about working 
in partnership with other organisations or people who 
can contribute to making the event successful.

• When will the event take place? You may need to 
check what other events are going on during Refugee 
Week in your area. If possible, try not to double-book.

• Which performers or guest speakers are available? 
Think about government representatives, well 
known community figures or celebrities and Refugee 
Ambassadors.

Cover yourself
If your event is in-person, check that your venue – be 
it a park, hall or elsewhere – is safe and approved. For 
a large event, particularly if it is going to be outside, 
you may need insurance or permission from the local 
authority. Also, you could notify the police and if 
necessary, leaflet local residents to inform them of what’s 
going to happen. You will need all the support you can 
get and this will also help with publicity.

Planning  
an event

2022 Refugee Week Ambassador Simon Shahin

Event resources:
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If you are hosting an online event, technical 
considerations are important. Consider a test run or pre-
recording if possible, to avoid glitches on the day. There 
are many online platforms, such as Zoom, which allow 
you to host excellent online events and which offer a 
great way to broadcast events. 

Having a back-up plan is important. Compile a checklist 
of everything that you need to do to ensure your event 
runs smoothly, and make sure you thoroughly check that 
all possible precautions have been taken. Have a plan to 
fall back on if anything goes wrong - for example in the 
event of rain. 

Plan your budget
Having a well-planned budget will be an advantage 
when organising your event. Avoid unnecessary costs 
by carefully thinking financial considerations through 
in advance. Wherever possible, try to base your budget 
on real quotes rather than estimates. Even with the very 
best planning some unexpected costs may arise, so make 
sure you include a small contingency amount in your 
plan to help cover these.

Use your contacts
Identify other groups in your area or sector that may 
be interested in your event. See if they are interested in 
attending, helping with organisation or promotion, and/
or coming along on the day. 

Evaluating your event
Even when the event has come and gone, make sure 
that you let everyone know how much of a success it 
was! For example, can there be a review in the local 
newspaper about the event? Make sure that you let the 
local media know how the event went and how many 
people attended. Remember too to thank everyone who 
was involved – can you get a commitment from them 
now, while they’re still buzzing with pride, for Refugee 
Week next year?

It’s important to start thinking of how to evaluate your 
event right from the initial planning stage. There are 
three key ingredients for good evaluations: identifying 
what worked, anything that didn’t, and how you might 
improve it next time. You will also need to think about 
what you want to evaluate. This may be attendance or 
responses at the time of the event or afterwards. Ensure 
the method of evaluation you choose enables you to 
gather this data in a clear and concise way.

Evaluating is useful for several reasons. It helps obtain 
feedback from attendees and participants to find out 
the what they enjoyed or didn’t enjoy. This tells us if 
the event achieved its original aims, or how it could be 
improved. It also shows volunteers and staff the value of 
their work, and indicates the impact of the event on the 
community. Lastly, some funders may require evaluations 
to be conducted, to show value for money.

There are several ways to gather the information you 
need. Whichever method you use, there will be pros and 
cons, so make sure you think about this early on and 
devise a method that works for you and your event.

Rnita Dacho
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A Welcome to Country is delivered at the 
beginning of a speech, event, meeting or 
ceremony, by Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 

Islander Custodians to welcome visitors to their land. 
This Welcome must be conducted by an appropriate 
person such as a recognised Elder from the local area. A 
Welcome to Country enables the Traditional Custodians 
to give their blessing to the event and is an important 
sign of respect.  

A non-Aboriginal person, or an Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander person from a different Country, 
cannot do a Welcome to Country.  They should do an 
Acknowledgement of Country/traditional custodians.

An Acknowledgement of Country is conducted when a 
Welcome to Country cannot be delivered. It is different 
to a Welcome to Country (which is preferred). An 
Acknowledgement of Country can be offered by any 
person to show respect for the Traditional Custodians of 
the land. It can also be expressed on behalf of businesses 
or schools through email signatures, on websites and via 
social media. 

Acknowledging Country is an important cultural protocol 
that recognises the traditional custodians of the land 
on which an event or meeting is taking place. It is a 
reminder that the land we live, work and dream on 
always was, and always will be Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander land.

What is ‘Country’?
“When we talk about traditional ‘Country’…we mean 
something beyond the dictionary definition of the word. 
…we might mean homeland, or tribal or clan area and 
we might mean more than just a place on the map. For 
us, Country is a word for all the values, places, resources, 
stories and cultural obligations associated with that area 
and its features. It describes the entirety of our ancestral 
domains. While they may all no longer necessarily be the 
title-holders to land, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Australians are still connected to the Country of their 
ancestors and most consider themselves the custodians 
or caretakers of their land.” 

– Professor Mick Dodson (Reconciliation Australia)

How do I acknowledge Country?
There is no one correct way to deliver an 
Acknowledgment of Country, but it is important to 
understand how the delivery of an acknowledgement 
can change its meaning. Acknowledgements can be 
spoken or written, and specific or general.

When delivering an Acknowledgement of Country, some 
elements that should be included are:

• Acknowledgement of the specific nation you are on 
and any particular sacred sites;

• Recognise the traditional custodians of the land on 
which you gather, and First Nations peoples’ continued 
connection to the land;

• Pay respects to First Nations people past and present; 

Welcome  
to Country

Event resources:
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• Pay specific respect to First Nations people who may be 
present;

• Recognise that First Nations’ sovereignty was never 
ceded.

It is important to be as specific as possible when 
identifying the nation and peoples of the land on which 
you are speaking from. This gives greater meaning to 
your acknowledgement. In all circumstances, showing 
sincerity and respect is key. You can find which 
nation you are on by using the Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) 
Map of Indigenous Australia. It is also crucial to consider 
whether the language and terminology used in your 
acknowledgement is appropriate. More guidance on 
this can be found on the government inclusive language 
page and Australians Together language guide.

Suggested wording for acknowledgements in 
different contexts:

• Nation is known (spoken):

We acknowledge the Gadigal people of the Eora 
Nation as the Traditional Custodians of the Country we 
are meeting on today. We recognise their continuing 
connection to the land and waters and thank them 
for protecting this coastline and its ecosystems since 
time immemorial. We pay our respects to Elders past 
and present and extend that respect to all First Nations 
people present today. (Common Ground)

I would like to begin by acknowledging the Traditional 
Owners of the land on which we meet today, the [insert 
people] of the [insert nation] and past my respects to 
Elders past and present. I would also like to recognise 
that sovereignty has never been ceded. It always was 
and always will be Aboriginal land.

• Nation is not known (spoken):

I begin by acknowledging the Traditional Custodians of 
the land on which we meet today. I pay my respects to 
Elders past and present. Sovereignty was never ceded. It 
always was and always will be, Aboriginal land.

• Spoken online delivery (e.g., Zoom):

I am joining this call today from [insert peoples] land 
and wish to acknowledge First Nations people as the 
Traditional Custodians of Country across Australia. 
Sovereignty was never ceded. It always was, and always 
will be, Aboriginal land. We would love if you could all 
share the land you are on in the chat or turn on your mic 
and let us know.

• Contextually specific:

I pay my respects to the Traditional Custodians of the 
land on which we gather, the Gadigal people of the Eora 
nation, and their elders past and present whose culture 
is the oldest in the world. I welcome any First Nations 
people here today and wish to recognise the linguistic 
and cultural diversity across the 250 Aboriginal nations, 
within which there are over 800 dialects. I further 
recognise the importance of active discourse and mutual 
partnership between the refugee community and First 
Nations peoples, in the formulation of refugee policy and 
debate. Sovereignty was never ceded. It always was and 
always will be Aboriginal land. 

We acknowledge the Traditional Owners of this country. 
We pay respect to their Elders past and present and to 
the unique role that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples play in welcoming refugees and people seeking 
asylum to Australia.

Please note that paying respects to ‘emerging’ elders 
in acknowledgements of country is not an accepted 
practice in the Indigenous community. See reasoning 
here.

Fee for Service
When providing a Welcome to Country or other cultural 
services, Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people 
use their intellectual property. For this reason, it is 
important that they receive payment for this service. 

Your local Aboriginal Land Council or Native Title 
representative body can assist with identifying a 
Traditional Custodian to deliver a Welcome to Country.

Information has been adapted from Australian Institute 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies , 
Common Ground, City of Sydney and Reconciliation 
Australia. 

https://www.reconciliation.org.au/reconciliation-moving-beyond-acknowledgement-of-country/
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Effective publicity is vital in ensuring that your event 
is a success, so try to think as broadly as possible 
about where you may be able to publicise it. Tell 

everyone you know and use social media to spread the 
word. 

Consider publicising your event on noticeboards in 
community centres, libraries, shops, churches, your 
school, doctors’ surgeries and restaurants (although 
make sure that you get permission first, and don’t forget 
that fly-posting is illegal!). You may want to organise ads 
in local magazines and newspapers, depending on the 
size of your event and your budget.

Remember to encourage everyone who is involved in 
organising the event to promote it through their own 
personal and professional networks, including any 
newsletters or meetings that they may be involved with. 
Make sure you take advantage of the posters that are 
available from the Refugee Week website. Check out all 
the Canva graphics you can use via the Refugee Week 
website. 

If appropriate, think about inviting VIPs to your event, 
such as government officials, well-known community 
figures and celebrities. Ensure that they are mentioned 
in any publicity about the event as this may encourage 
others to attend.

Using Social Media 
Personal stories and images always make for engaging 
social media content. If you have a special speaker 
taking part, consider creating memes with their images 
and quotes to garner people’s interest. On the day 
itself, live tweet from the event and include the hashtag 
#refugeeweekau. Consider recording your event and 
publishing the whole event or highlights online. 

Communicating to your target 
market
• Define your audience – in order to be able to reach 

the appropriate people, think about which pages or 
groups they might follow online. If you are looking to 
attract as many people as possible, research the best 
ways for your message to be noticed by a vast array of 
people.

• Make it personal – explain your story. What makes 
Refugee Week important to you and your students, 
and why have you organised your particular event? 
Remember to speak from the heart.

Drafting a media release
Media releases should be short and snappy, use simple 
language, and be limited to one page only. They should 
be broken up in the following way:

Dateline: The date should be included at the top of the 
release.

Headline: The headline must summarise the key points 
you wish to convey. It must also be interesting enough to 
catch the attention of your target audience. Aiming for 
a complete but short sentence is best. Try imagining the 
headline you’d expect to see in your local paper.

Lead/Opening Paragraph: The introduction is the 
most important part of the media release and needs to 
contain the basic information concerning who, what, 
when and where. 

Body: This section is the place to put more info about 
your event and Refugee Week. Why are you holding an 
event? Why do you think refugee issues are relevant to 
the community? How does it fit in with Refugee Week 
more broadly? Start with what’s most important, using 
short sentences and short paragraphs. Include direct and 
conclusive quotes to illustrate key points, and include 
the name and title or position in the organisation of 
the person quoted. You may spell out the name of 

Publicising 
your event

Event resources:
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the organisation initially, followed by an abbreviation 
afterwards.

End: The final paragraph summarises facts and 
background information.

Contacts: Always end your media release with the 
name and contact details of the person the journalist 
should contact for more information and interviews. It 
is also worth detailing any other relevant information 
which may be of interest to the journalist. For instance, 
the names and a short descriptive sentence about other 
people who are available for interview, photos you might 
be able to provide or speakers who you think would 
work particularly well on TV or radio. If you think your 
event will make a good photograph, include a note to 
picture editors describing when, where and what photos 
can be taken.

Follow up phone call: A day or two after you’ve sent 
your press release, follow it up with a phone call to 
whomever you addressed the media release. Always 
make sure that they have time to take your call first, and 
offer to call back at a more convenient time if necessary. 
Be relaxed and friendly and draw their attention to the 
release if they haven’t opened it yet. Remember that 
when you are speaking to a journalist everything you say 
could be attributed to you and your organisation.

At the event: If a journalist comes to your event, make 
sure that somebody is assigned to look after them and 
help them speak to the right people. Be clear about 
what your event is going to involve and who it is aimed 
at. Think about what key messages you are trying to 
get across through your event. If a photographer is 

coming, check beforehand who is happy to have their 
photo taken and who is not. All participants should be 
briefed about the arrival of journalists and what that will 
mean. If participants from refugee backgrounds want 
to talk to journalists about their experiences, ensure 
that they are properly briefed and know exactly what 
to expect and what is involved. Discuss the implications 
with them. They may want to remain anonymous rather 
than use their real name, as it is possible that identifying 
themselves may put them at risk.

Arranging radio and television interviews: When a 
radio or TV journalist contacts you and wants to do an 
interview, find out as much as possible about what they 
want before you agree to do it. Ask if the interview will 
be live or pre-recorded. Live interviews are broadcast 
as you do them, therefore you have to get them right 
the first time as they cannot be edited like pre-recorded 
interviews. Before the interview, think about the 
message that you want to convey and rehearse what you 
want to say. Have about three or four key points that 
you aim to get across. If you are doing a radio interview 
you can write these on a card and have this with you.

Event inspiration
Looking at successful Refugee Week events from 
previous years is a great way to develop ideas for your 
own event in 2022. Over the years, individuals and 
organisations across Australia have held a diverse range 
of events – both big and small –which have brought 
communities together to celebrate the culture of refugee 
communities, to raise awareness of important issues or 
to fundraise for great causes. 
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If you are not from a refugee background yourself but 
would like to invite someone with lived experience of 
seeking asylum to participate, it is very important to 

do so ethically and to take account of the good practice 
measures outlined below.

How will people be involved?
What sort of a role are you asking people to play? Be 
respectful in your communication by clearly articulating 
why and how you are asking them to be involved, the 
role of your organisation, and practical information. 
If you are involving speakers or groups with limited 
English, ensure bilingual workers from your organisation 
or external qualified interpreters are available to convey 
the information.

Speakers
If you plan to have some speakers from refugee/asylum 
backgrounds at your event, please also consider the 
following pointers. For further information or advice on 
getting a speaker for your event or to book a trained 
speaker, please contact us.

Reimbursement: If you are employing someone 
from a refugee background to speak, please pay them 
for their time. We recommend a minimum of $300, 

although some professional speakers may have set fees. 
If you cannot afford this, it is worth considering asking 
attendees for an optional ticket donation and explaining 
that this will be used to pay the speaker for their time, or 
asking event partners or sponsors if they can pay the fee. 
If you cannot do this and have no other option, offer an 
honorarium fee of $100 + travel costs. It is important to 
be clear about the issue of payment from the beginning.

Full Preparation: Consider and discuss with people 
what they will be speaking about – how long, what you 
want them to cover, who and how many people will be 
in the audience. 

Please don’t ask people to share their refugee story 
unless they want to do so. We recommend letting 
people know that they can talk on any one of a number 
of topics, including, if they wish, their own personal 
experience. It can be harmful to pressure people to share 
their own story. If you are keen to book a speaker who 
would like to share their story, consider booking through 
the Refugee Council’s Face to Face program – where 
speakers who wish to tell their story have been trained 
and paid to do so. This is now available as a digital 
package, which can be accessed from anywhere in 
Australia. To book a speaker, go to  
www.refugeeweek.org.au/schools 

Supporting the 
participation of people 
with lived experience

Ambassadors, 2021
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A run-through beforehand and briefing notes can 
be very helpful. This will also help determine their 
confidence and ability to handle public speaking in 
English. Some people are professional speakers already 
so may require less support. 

Providing Support: If the person does decide to 
share their story, consider the possibility that they may 
experience re-traumatisation. Discuss with them how 
happy they are to do this: what possible repercussions 
there are for themselves or their extended family 
(particularly those still overseas), the possibility of press 
coverage, whether this person has been asked to do 
similar events previously and how often, and whether 
there is potential to negatively impact on their visa 
process. If the person still has a visa application pending, 
consider sourcing legal advice so that they can be aware 
of the possible risks of speaking in public. They may 
wish to change their name or identifying information. Be 
sensitive to the fact that some people may be reluctant 
to say directly to you that they don’t want to participate, 
particularly if your organisation has assisted them. You 
may detect some reservations even though they say 
they are willing – if so, please make it clear that they are 
under no obligation whatsoever to take part. If a speaker 
becomes upset during their presentation, be prepared to 
intervene and give them the option of whether or not to 
continue.

Follow Up: If someone from a refugee background 
speaks at your event, make sure that you offer feedback, 
spend time with them and give them the opportunity 
to discuss any issues that may have arisen. If they are 
distressed, make sure that they are aware of local 
support services and/or the state-based torture and 
trauma service. This follow-up is important to ensure 
that they have ongoing support if they have been re-
traumatised by their involvement in the event. Be sure 
to give them a call after the event and thank them for 
their participation. Some speakers who do this on a 
professional basis may not need post-event support but 
it is good to offer it just in case.

Media Involvement: If you plan to have press coverage 
of your event, and speakers with lived experience are 
presenting, make sure that they are aware of this and 
you obtain their consent (preferably in writing) to use 
photos, names or other details. It is possible to get 
anonymity agreements with press coverage and this 
option should be fully discussed with them before 

obtaining consent. Thoroughly discuss any potential 
risks related to press exposure beforehand and consider 
obtaining legal advice for any speakers who do not have 
a permanent visa or citizenship in Australia. Speakers 
should be made aware of the editing process with most 
newspapers and the fact that the papers usually exercise 
editorial control on what goes to press. Some local 
press, however, are happy to show a copy before going 
to press. Wherever possible, ensure that this option is 
explored.

Advocacy: If your event involves advocacy for refugees, 
double check any facts presented by speakers. Media 
enjoys sensational news and the editorial control process 
may result in a negative media report if any speakers 
present incorrect material. If your speaker/s are to be 
interviewed by media, ensure there are ground rules 
beforehand and stipulate to the journalist the kinds 
of questions they will not answer. It is always best to 
have a support person there to intervene if necessary. 
Remember not all members of the public and media are 
sympathetic to refugee issues.

Arash Bordbar, Refugee Alternatives speaker
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Since 2014, the Refugee Council of Australia 
(RCOA) has been organising visits by people from 
refugee backgrounds to schools to share their 

personal stories as part of our Face to Face schools and 
community program. In 2020, the RCOA expanded the 
delivery of the Face to Face program to digital platforms, 
and we will continue offering this option for 2022. We 
are also delighted to continue offering this program for 
workplaces, following our expansion last year. Although 
Refugee Week is a special time to host a speaker, the 
program is available all year round.

The Face to Face program aims to build community 
harmony and increase awareness of, and understanding 
about, the refugee experience through presentations 
to schools, community groups and professional 
development activities. We aim to promote social 
cohesion by addressing negative perceptions and raising 
public awareness about people, their journeys and what 
they bring to their new homes. This is part of a broader 
strategy of promoting education on social justice, peace 
and human rights to the Australian community. 

The good news is that the option of a digital platform 
means that students in many more locations are able to 
learn about the refugee experience directly from people 
who have lived it. We encourage schools anywhere in 
the country to consider a virtual or in-person incursion 
with someone with lived experience of seeking asylum. 
Our speakers are highly qualified, trained and excellent 
at engaging students, with extensive experience in 
public speaking.

Why we charge for the program 
The Refugee Council of Australia is an independent 
charity which relies on public donations to survive. 
We receive no government funding for this program 
or for our core work of research, advocacy and public 
education on refugee issues. Each refugee speaker 
is paid a speaker’s fee for their time. The costs 

Host a speaker at your 
kids’ school or at your 
workplace –  
in person or online

associated to host a speaker at your kids’ school or at 
your workplace – There are two options an in-person 
presentation starting from $600+GST or online delivery 
of a digital presentation starting from $500+GST. As we 
do not want cost to be a barrier to students, colleagues, 
and the wider community hearing from refugee 
speakers, please speak to one of our staff members to 
find out more. 

We can offer a range of activities and workshops to 
address workplace or individual needs. For more details or 
to book your virtual incursion go to  
www.refugeeweek.org.au/schools 

Face to face speaker in action
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Meet the Speaker:  
Oliver Slewa
I arrived in Sydney, Australia in 1994, after 2 years of 

travelling as a refugee with my mother and siblings, 
through Jordan, Turkey and Greece before being 

granted a refugee visa to Australia.

I knew we had to leave our homes in Iraq behind because 
of the threats, wars and dangers we were experiencing. 
From the day I was born, there was war in Iraq.

I grew up in an Assyrian family in the capital, Baghdad, 
surrounded by our family and friends. My parents 
decided it was not safe for us when we attempted to 
flee the dangers of the start of the gulf war in 1990, our 
attempt was not successful due to the stringent checks 
in Iraq. My father was unable to leave his military duties 
either. My mum took my siblings and I and attempted to 
leave for the second time, in 1992. This time we were 
able to make our way to Jordan. I was too young to 
remember this part of my journey, I have vivid memories 
of particular incidents during our escape from Iraq, 
packing whatever little items we can, and our short 
meetings with other families who were also attempting 
to enter Jordan.

We spent nearly two years in Greece, our visa 
applications were being refused, until one agency 
considered our application for a woman at risk visa 
which was to Australia and we accepted the offer.

Australia welcomed us in June 1994, we arrived to 
Sydney airport in the evening, I remember it was a cold 
rainy night. It was an amazing feeling to know we are 
now safe and call Australia our new home. I had been 
excited to start school and make friends and meet new 
people.

We knew that Australia was going to be a country we 
can live happily in and safely.

From a young age, I had hopes to give back what I 
can to anyone experiencing what I went through as a 
refugee. Growing up in Australia, my aim was to become 
a lawyer and help the most vulnerable members of the 
community, help refugees applying for visas to come to 
Australia and help communities settling in Australia, just 
as I did those many years ago.

My dream became a reality when I became a lawyer 
and worked in the government sector, particularly in 
migration law. I was able to meet refugee clients and 
speak to the families of refugee visa applicants, help 
them with their applications and reunite families in 
Australia. Many clients I met with left Iraq and Syria 
during the 2003 crisis and the 2011 and 2014 turmoil in 
those respective countries.

Hearing their stories and learning about their journeys, 
was what instilled my passion to continue to help as 
many refugees and asylum seekers.
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Until 1951 there was no commonly accepted term 
for people fleeing persecution. People who fled 
their country were known as stateless people, 

migrants or refugees. Different countries treated these 
people in different ways. Following the mass migrations 
caused by the Second World War (particularly in Europe), 
it was decided that there needed to be a common 
understanding of which people needed protection and 
how they should be protected. 

The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees 
and its 1967 Protocol (commonly known as the Refugee 
Convention), to which Australia is a signatory, defines a 
refugee as:

“Any person who owing to a well-founded fear of being 
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social group or political 
opinion, is outside the country of his/her nationality and 
is unable, or owing to such a fear, is unwilling to avail 
himself/herself of the protection of that country. 

The important parts of this definition are:

• The person has to be outside their country of origin. 

• They must not be able to return to their country of 
origin because of a fear of persecution. 

• The fear of persecution must be “well-founded”, i.e. 
they must have experienced persecution or be likely to 
experience it if they return. 

• The persecution has to result from one of the five 
grounds listed in the Convention. 

• They must be unwilling or unable to seek the 
protection of their country. 

The Refugee Convention definition is used by the 
Australian Government to determine whether our country 
has protection obligations towards people seeking 
asylum. If someone who is seeking asylum is found to be 
a refugee, Australia is obliged under international law to 
offer protection and ensure that the person is not sent 
back unwillingly to their country of origin. The United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is 
mandated by the United Nations to lead and coordinate 
international action for the worldwide protection of 
refugees and the resolution of their problems. Its purpose 
is to safeguard the rights and wellbeing of refugees and 
seek lasting solutions to their plight. 

What have people experienced? 
(Trigger warning: contains potentially distressing 
information about the causes of forced 
displacement)

People who seek protection have a wide variety of 
experiences and every individual’s journey is distinct. 
Most people have experienced deeply distressing and 
harrowing events and many have endured a range of 
physical, psychological and emotional trauma. 

Common experiences of persecution can include torture, 
violence, rape, disappearance or killing of loved ones, 
imprisonment without trial, severe harassment by 
authorities, land confiscation, conflict-related injuries 
and months, years or even decades living in refugee 
camps or urban slums. 

Background 
information on  
forced displacement
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People are rarely afforded the opportunity to make plans 
for their departure, to pack their belongings or to say 
goodbye to their friends and families. In some cases, 
people flee with no prior notice, taking with them only 
the clothes on their backs. Others must keep their plans 
secret in case they are discovered. 

People who arrive in Australia seeking protection may 
not know much about their new home. They may have 
had no chance to prepare themselves physically or 
psychologically for their new life here. 

Refugees in Australia
Where do people come from? 

Australia has an extensive history of successfully 
resettling people as refugees and humanitarian entrants. 
Since federation, Australia has welcomed over 800 000 
people in need of humanitarian protection and offered 
them a permanent home. Many people who came to 
Australia needing protection are now prominent in 
Australian business, government, education, arts, sport 
and community life. 

The countries that people seek safety from have changed 
throughout history. Australia has resettled people from 
all over the world. After the Second World War, most 
people came from countries such as Germany, Poland and 
Ukraine. In the 1950s, people arrived from Hungary and 
in the 1960s, many people came from Czechoslovakia. 
In the 1970s, people began to come to Australia from 
Indochina (Vietnam) and Latin America (Chile and El 
Salvador) and these groups continue to arrive into the 
1980s. During the 1990s, Australia resettled a large 
number of people from the Middle East and South Asia, 
as well as those fleeing the Balkan or Yugoslav war. Many 
people at this time came from ethnic or religious minority 
groups or opponents of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan 
or Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq. In the 2000s, the 
majority of people accepted by Australia through the 
Refugee and Special Humanitarian Program came from 
African countries, including Sudan in particular. Towards 
the end of this decade, there was also an increase in 
people being resettled from Burma and Bhutan. In 
recent years, people resettled as refugees have come 
predominantly from Iraq, Burma, Bhutan, Afghanistan, 
Syria and the Congo. 

What is the difference between a person seeking 
asylum, a refugee and a migrant?

The term ‘refugee’, ‘asylum seeker’ and ‘migrant’ are often 
used interchangeably particularly in the media. However, 
there are important distinctions between their definitions:

Refugees are people who are forced to flee their 
country and cannot return unless the situation that 
forced them to leave improves. Some are forced to flee 
without any warning and many have experienced torture 
and trauma. The motivating factor for these people 
is safety and protection from persecution and human 
rights abuses, not economic advantage. 

A person seeking asylum is a person who is seeking 
protection as a refugee and is still waiting to have their 
claim assessed. Every person who has been recognised as 
a refugee, has at some point sought asylum.

A migrant is someone who chooses to leave their 
country to seek a better life. They choose where they 
migrate to and they are able to return whenever they 
like. 

Although the differences between these terms are 
important, the distinction is not clear cut in every case – 
the extent to which a person has chosen to leave their 
home is not always black and white.

What does the term ‘illegal immigrants’ mean?

The term illegal immigrant is both harmful and legally 
incorrect. It is often used in a negative way by people 
who wish to denigrate those who have sought asylum 
in Australia. People who seek asylum by boat are not 
breaking the law. It is It is extremely important to 
understand that people who seek asylum are NOT 
illegal immigrants. Under Australian law, a person is 
entitled to apply for asylum in our country if they 
are escaping persecution. This right is protected by 
international law as set out by Article 14 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights: 

People arriving from Vietnam in Darwin Harbour. 
Northern Territory Archives Service 
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How do people come to Australia? 
Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program is divided 
into an onshore and offshore component. The offshore 
component is mostly made up of people who are 
considered under the refugee category and have been 
referred for resettlement by the UNHCR after being 
identified as a refugee. 

The Special Humanitarian Program (SHP) applies to 
people who are subject to substantial discrimination 
amounting to gross violations of human rights, and who 
are living outside their home country. 

Applications for the SHP visa rely on support by 
Australian citizens, permanent residents or community 

orgaisations based in Australia. People who apply for 
SHP are required to meet health and character tests. 
They receive less support than people entering Australia 
on a refugee visa. 

People who seek safety have definitive rights, as set out 
in the Refugee Convention, which all signatory countries 
must comply with. Perhaps the most important of these 
is the principle of non-refoulement. This prohibits the 
forcible return of someone who has been recognised as 
a refugee to a situation in which their life or freedom 
may be under threat because of their race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group or 
political opinion. 

The Refugee Convention also says that people should 
not be penalised for entering a country without prior 
authorisation, if they are fleeing danger and present 
themselves to the authorities upon arrival. People have a 
lawful right to enter a country for the purpose of seeking 
asylum, regardless of how they arrive or whether they 
hold valid travel or identity documents. The Convention 
also includes guidance about the recognition of people’s 
civil rights and access to employment, education and the 
legal system. 

It is important to note that Australia’s punitive asylum 
policies are regularly in breach of the convention, to 
which we are a signatory. For example, the fact that 
successive Australian governments have chosen to 
punish people because they arrived by boat. 

After meeting residence requirements, people who 
are recognised as refugees are entitled to apply for 
nationality of their country of residence (or another). 
In Australia, if you hold a permanent protection visa, 
you can apply for Australian citizenship after four years 
of residence, one of which must be on a permanent 
visa. Under the current government, people who have 
arrived by boat are currently only eligible for temporary 
protection visas. They cannot get a permanent visa of 
any kind in the first five years after they get their first 
temporary visa. 

35 Vietnamese refugees, 15 May 1984 Source: PH2 Phil 
Eggman

“Everyone has the right to seek  
and to enjoy in other countries  
asylum from persecution” 
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Refugee Week logo
The colourful Refugee Week logo speaks 
to the diversity and energy that refugee 
communities bring to their new homes. This 
logo is available for use by any person or 
organisation hosting a Refugee Week event 
which conforms to the stated objectives of 
the celebration. Hosts using the logo are 
required to inform the Refugee Council 
of Australia for inclusion in the official 
calendar. Events can be registered at  
www.refugeeweek.org.au. 

We thank the UK Refugee Week 
Consortium for providing this logo. 

Webinars
https://www.refugeeweek.org.au/educational-webinars/

Podcasts
https://www.refugeeweek.org.au/podcasts/

Films
https://www.refugeeweek.org.au/films/

List of 
Resources

https://www.refugeeweek.org.au
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Sydney Office
Suite 4A6, 410 Elizabeth Street,
Surry Hills NSW 2010
Ph: (02) 9211 9333
Email: admin@refugeecouncil.org.au

Add your support by visiting:  
www.refugeecouncil.org.au 
Twitter: @OzRefugeeCounc  
Facebook OzRefugeeCounc  
Instagram @refugee_council 
Incorporated in ACT ABN 87 956 673 083




