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Informed - Cultural Diversity
By Kate Wheller, Executive Officer, CISVic

Having worked in Springvale for a number of years, I
personally engaged with many individuals and families, from a
range of cultural backgrounds who had been forced to flee
their homelands because of war and persecution. So many of
those stories spoke volumes of human resilience and courage
in the face of persecution and trauma, that many Australians,
including myself, find incredibly difficult to comprehend. They
had either arrived in Australia as refugees, asylum seekers
and some as skilled migrants. The re-settlement process is
not an easy one, and takes much community support and
resources.

Australia is culturally rich society – one of our greatest assets.
The current challenge is for us to have a system which is
inclusive and respectful of all in the community, particularly to
those seeking asylum without locking persecuted people up in
detention centres for long lonely years, and inclusive of all,
This edition focuses on Australia’s rich cultural diversity regardless of background.
and addresses issues relating to cross cultural practice,
This newsletter also addresses issues of Australia’s first
issues of racism & discrimination, asylum seekers and
people; Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders. The social
refugees, working with people from CALD backgrounds
determinants of health and well-being for this group are
and using interpreters.
incredibly poor and shameful, and recent government
I’d like to open by talking about my own experiences working interventions targeting A&TSI have only served to further
in a culturally diverse community. Some years ago I worked marginalise and discriminate against them. So much more is
with a Settlement Worker from Afghanistan. Over lunch one required to ‘close the gap’ and applying self-determination.
day, I asked him how he'd come to arrive in Australia. His
We would like to thank contributors of articles and case
initial comment sent tingles down my spine as he said "Do
stories to the Cultural Diversity edition of Informed and hope
you remember hearing about the Tampa?” This man then
that you, the reader, finds this informative and engaging.
shared his incredibly emotional and dangerous journey with
me as he was forced first to hide and then flee his native
country, leaving behind family, friends and all semblance of
his normal life. His story was incredibly moving and I felt
immensely privileged that he shared this journey with me as
he spoke about the despair and sense of helplessness of
being on a broken down boat to the incredible relief once the Kate Wheller
Tampa picked them up and saved them from dying adrift at
sea.
These are the stories the Australian public need to hear and
understand; the very real and personal experiences of asylum
seekers and whose desperation leads to them undertaking a
perilous journey in unsafe conditions with the hope of finding
a better and safer life. Unfortunately, reliving these tales can
be very traumatic for those who lived the experience and it
seems that too many Australians and political leaders have
denigrated asylum seekers to “queue jumpers” and faceless,
worthless individuals.
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Cultural competency and diversity:
Overview
By Minh Nguyen, Sector Development Officer, CISVic

The People of Australia – Australia's Multicultural Policy was
launched on 16 February 2011 by the Minister for Immigration
and Citizenship, the Hon Chris Bowen MP, and reaffirms the
importance of a culturally diverse and socially cohesive
nation. This is Australia’s most recent iteration of a
multicultural policy that seeks to address our nation’s cultural
and social diversity in the twenty first century.
More than ever before in our history, the average Australian
interacts with people from different cultures on a daily basis.
Yet, our institutions and organisations remain relatively
unchanged in the way they interact with the people they
service. Services will be better equipped to meet the needs of
their culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) and
Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islanders ATSI) service users if they
integrate cultural issues into the planning and delivery of their
services. In the past decade, the concept of cultural
competence had been gaining momentum in Australia. It
refers to the idea that when organisational behaviour,
practices, attitudes and policies respect and respond to
cultural diversity of communities and clients they serve,
they are better able to deliver equal access, participation,
quality of service and outcomes to all groups in the
community. Cultural competency is, at its core, about
changing organisational and individual behaviour to
respond to culturally diverse communities and their
needs, so that services are inclusive, accessible and
utilized by all members of the community.

positive cross-cultural interactions at the community level:
through schools; community networks; community and faithbased organisations ensures that responsibility for
multiculturalism occurs at the grassroots level. Additionally,
programs and policies that facilitate and support interaction
between community cultural organisations need to be
encouraged – particularly between new arrival and more
established communities.
Meaningful cross-cultural
interaction, where people get to know each other and
exchange stories and find similarities, mostly occur where
they carry on their everyday lives - bumping into neighbours,
dropping kids off at school, attending the local library.
Harnessing these opportunities by supporting community
services to put in place inclusive programs and strategies that
enhance a sense of belonging and ownership by its CALD
users are crucial to social cohesion. Providing a voice to
CALD communities should not only be done through cultural
organisations or their representatives. Community based
organisations and schools can and do give voice to
individuals from CALD backgrounds and should be
adequately supported and encouraged to do so. This is
particularly important where there are fear and negative
attitudes surrounding particular cultural and religious groups
within local communities.

Service access, discrimination & social
inclusion
There has been growing recognition that cultural and racial
background can be a barrier to accessing government and
mainstream services, which in turn entrenches disadvantage
for consumers from CALD and ATSI backgrounds.1 This is
most evident when we look at health and educational
outcomes for ATSI Australians, leading to the most recent
federal government policy concerning ATSI Australians –
‘Closing the Gap’. This is a national, integrated reform
strategy consolidated in an agreement by state and territory
governments through the Council of Australian Governments
(COAG).

There is a wealth of research, information, guidelines and
frameworks about cultural competency, many of which tend to
focus on health and mental health service provision. The
pioneer in this area is the National Centre for Cultural
Competence (NCCC) in the United States. The NCCC
proposes a conceptual framework and model for achieving
The Scanlon-Monash Index of Social Cohesion reports that cultural and linguistic competency, that encompasses
62.4% of Australians agree that “accepting immigrants from individual and systemic cultural competency that is adapted
many different countries makes Australia stronger”. from Cross et.al. The concept requires that organisations:
Implicitly, a majority of Australians accept the reality of
1
N Thomson (2005) ‘Cultural respect and related concepts: a brief summary of the
cultural and racial diversity in our communities. Facilitating literature’
Australian Indigenous Health Bulletin, 5(4): 1-11
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 have a defined set of values and principles, and approach is also seen as one that improves quality of service

demonstrate behaviours, attitudes, policies and structures delivery as it improves the quality of the experience of service
that enable them to work effectively cross-culturally.
by users, and in health, ultimately to improved health
outcomes. Social inclusion is also a significant outcome of a
 have the capacity to (1) value diversity, (2) conduct selfhuman rights based approach, as it recognises that all people
assessment, (3) manage the dynamics of difference, (4)
are born free and equal in dignity and rights. The Charter’s
acquire and institutionalize cultural knowledge and (5)
principles seek a balance between protecting universal
adapt to diversity and the cultural contexts of the
human rights with respect for diversity and the rights of
communities they serve.
others.
 incorporate the above in all aspects of policy making,
In the workplace, the elimination of discrimination, prevention
administration, practice, service delivery and involve
of harassment, and the promoting and valuing of diversity,
systematically consumers, key stakeholders and
coupled with a mechanism for airing grievances can:
communities.
 Reduce stress, sickness and absenteeism
This framework accepts that cultural competence is a
 Prevent accidents and reduce insurance costs.
developmental process that evolves over an extended
period. Both individuals and organizations are at various ‘Employees and volunteers who feel valued and well-treated
levels of awareness, knowledge and skills along the are more likely to work harder, develop their career potential,
cultural competence continuum.2
and maximise their contribution to the organisation’s
knowledge and skill base.’4 Frankston Community Support’s
In Australia, the health services sector have been actively article by Farrukh Ismail illustrates how volunteering is a
promoting cultural competency in service delivery as pathway for skilled migrants, and that working in a
government and health services are encouraged to integrate community information and support service is part of an
cultural issues into planning and delivery of health care and acculturation process to Australian systems and culture.
services. With the growth in ‘lifestyle diseases’ such as A 2011 AMES study of new migrants and refugees found that
diabetes and obesity comes the increasing need to better among the 1688 survey participants, 29% were volunteering,
target preventative and early intervention health messages to and 26% were directly assisting another migrant with
Australia’s culturally diverse population. The National Health accommodation and material aid. A third were involved in
and Medical Research Council developed a guide – Cultural local groups (religious organisation, community group,
Competency in health, a guide for policy, partnerships and sporting club or parenting group) and of these, 42% of these
participation as a resource for the sector. The guide focuses involved in mixed groups that included a range of people from
on cultural competency across four domains where action is different backgrounds in Australia.5
critical to increase cultural competency – systemic,
Socially inclusive strategies such as culturally competency,
organisational, professional and individual.
linguistic competency (including access to and regular use of
In January 2008, the Victorian Charter of Human Rights interpreters) diversity at work (which includes gender,
and Responsibilities Act 2006 (Vic) came into full effect. disability, gay & lesbian as well as cultural diversity) enable
Designed to protect fundamental rights and freedoms of mainstream and government services to better cater to the
ordinary citizens, the law also required government and other needs of diverse client groups.
This enhances client
public authorities to observe those rights when making experience and engagement with the service and ultimately
decisions, creating laws, setting polices and providing leads to better client outcomes. The articles in this edition of
services. From Principle to Practice: Implementing the Informed demonstrate the range of ways in which CISVic
Human Rights Based Approach in Community Organisations member agencies and other community based organisations
‘offers a roadmap and several tools to assist organisations to
assess what they do, and why, and how they might improve organisations, p.5, accessed from
http://www.humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au/index.php/our-resources-andpractice…drawn upon a range of local and international tools publications/toolkits 28/05/2013
and resources for good practice.’3 This human rights based 45 … p.9
2

http://nccc.georgetown.edu/foundations/frameworks.html, accessed 28/05/2013.
Victorian Equal Opportunity & Human Rights Commission (2008), From Principle to
Practice: Implementing the human rights based approach in community
3

O’Dwyer M (2011) ‘Participation and employment, a survey of newly arrived
migrants and refugees in Melbourne’ Research and Policy Unit, AMES, Melbourne
downloaded from
http://www.ames.net.au/files/file/Research/AMEP%20Survey%20Results_Final%20(2
011)(1).pdf on 29 May, 2013
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continually evolve their practices and service delivery to the about their own cultural values and practices, and how this
needs of clients presenting for support and assistance.
impacts on their perceptions (positive or negative) of others’
behaviours and values. Judith Mirallis’ article gives a broad
Engagement, participation and contribution are major
overview of what cultural competence means, and looks like,
pathways for social and systemic inclusion for people of
in practice.
CALD and Aboriginal backgrounds. A recent report by the
Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission, Another crucial aspect of access to service is access to
What you say matters Report surveyed 227 Victorians’ interpreters. Part of a cultural competency framework,
experiences of racism and racial and religious vilification. The linguistic competency refers to individuals and organisations
report finds that racism happens across a range of daily developing skills and knowledge to communicate and convey
activities and social interactions, and that people are unlikely information in a manner that is easily understood by divers
to report racism when they see or experience it. Furthermore: audiences, including those with low levels of English
proficiency, those who are not literate and those with
1. Just over one in ten had experienced or witnessed racism
disabilities. Non-English speakers will rely on non-verbal
in connection with a service provider, including retail,
cues, such as body language, gestures and facial
hospitality and health services. Typically this involved
expressions to gauge meaning. Additionally, the context
being refused service because of your race.
within which words are used are also relied on to convey
2. In addition to interpersonal racism, some Victorians also
meaning. The use of, and access to, interpreting services will
experience systemic discrimination. This occurs when
alleviate much of the language barriers faced by non-English
organisations operate according to rules and policies that
speakers, thereby reducing stress and potential for
appear neutral, but which end up disadvantaging people
misunderstanding between staff and clients. The article by
from different backgrounds. Systemic discrimination can
Tibet Churchill in this edition gives some tips as to how
lock people out of social and economic opportunities and
to maximise working with interpreters.
limit their ability to access a range of services.

As highlighted in the What You Say Matters Report, systemic
discrimination can be subtle and hidden. The recent
controversy over racism in sport, and unintentional and
thoughtless comments in the workplace, social situations
and by public figures about a race, religion or ethnicity
are part of a systemic intolerance for, and fear of,
difference. In such instances, a cultural competency
framework provides organisations with a tool from which to
start the inquiry of service provision is inclusive of diverse
clients. It enables services to question, assess and evaluate
not only what services they are providing, but why and how
they can be delivered to meet the needs of culturally diverse
client groups. Training also helps individuals and
professionals to unpack their underlying beliefs and habits
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Aboriginal Australians

In the 1970s, Australian Federal and State Governments
adopted a policy of ‘self-determination’ in relation to
Aboriginal affairs. Effectively, this marked a shifting of
government policy from ‘assimilation’ to ‘self-management’.
Over time, self-management transformed from a community
development approach to one in which arose a contradiction
between community harmony and increasing surveillance of
the community’s affairs. This was typically in the form of
meeting requirements of financial accountability to
government funding bodies, whereby Aboriginal Australians
continued to be forced to operate according to non-Aboriginal
criteria.6
In effect, this led to ‘communalising and
corporatising’ of Aboriginal Australians, encouraged by the
legal incorporation of Aboriginal groups and further
embedding them into the structures and processes of
mainstream society.
This raises the fundamental question of ‘self-determination’ as
a policy – given that Aboriginal Australians do not have legal
and citizenship rights over and above other Australians, to
what extent should the policy of ‘self-determination’
encourage the development of self-management and selfgoverning bodies? 7

Most state and territory governments have developed policy
frameworks for Aboriginal cultural competency in health and
social services sector. There is a tendency in Australia to
distinguish between cultural competency and Aboriginal
cultural competency. This is in recognition of the tremendous
disparities in health outcomes between non-Aboriginal and
Aboriginal Australians. However, it is not only in the area of
health that Australians from an Aboriginal background would
be disproportionately represented when accessing services.
In a study of the Salvation Army’s financial counselling
service, it was found that 7% of respondents identified as
Aboriginal, representing three times more than the Australian
average (2.5%).8 Similarly, in a report into Victorian Aboriginal
experiences of energy and water ‘Utility stress – that is,
difficulty paying domestic electricity, gas or water bills" – was
also a key theme in contributions from service providers and
advocates, nearly all of whom said that bill payment
difficulties were ‘very common’ among Victorian Aboriginal
consumers.
Consistent with this, they also indicated that energy
disconnection or water restriction because of payment
difficulties is more common for Aboriginal Victorians than it is
for non-Aboriginal Victorians.’9 This indicates that a
disproportionate percentage of Aboriginal Australians
experience higher levels of financial and other cost of
living stress than other demographic groups. Although
the issues of Aboriginal disadvantage is complex, research
and effective strategies have taught us that culturally
competent organisations and practices are those that actively
engage with the Aboriginal community, work in partnership
carry the whole organisation in its journey toward cultural
competency.
The article by Maria Groner of the
experiences of Travellers Aid bears this out.

More recently, the Federal Government’s Northern Territory
Intervention and the national ‘Closing the Gap’ strategy are
attempts by the Federal Government to address Aboriginal
disadvantage across economic, social well-being and health
indicators. These represent a continuum of government
policies that have had significant impact on Aboriginal
peoples since the 1886 Protection and Control Policy in which
the Victorian Aborigines Protection Act excludes ‘half-castes’
from their definition of an Aboriginal person.
8

6

Hollinsworth C (1998) ‘Community Development in Indigenous Australia: SelfDetermination or Indirect Rule?’ Community Development Journal, 31(2): 114-125
7
Rowse T (2000) ‘Culturally Appropriate Indigenous Accountability’ American
Behavioural Scientist, 43(9): 1514-1532

Dr. Brackertz N (2012) ‘I Wish I’d Known Sooner: The Impact of Financial
Counselling on Debt Resolution and Personal Wellbeing ’
http://www.salvationarmy.org.au/Global/News%20and%20Media/Reports/2012/0009
9-I-wish-I-had-known-sooner-Oct-2012.pdf accessed 28/05/2013
9
Consumer Utilities Advocacy Centre (2011) Wein, Paen, Ya Ang Gim: Victorian
Aboriginal Experiences of Energy and Water, Melbourne CUAC

8

INFORMED - AUTUMN, 2013

Policy & Practice newsletter for the community information and support sector

Asylum Seekers

Australia has one of the largest refugee settlement programs
in the world, with over 700,000 displaced persons or refugees
settling since World War II. Each year, approximately
13,500 refugees are settled in Australia under the
Refugee and Humanitarian program. Asylum seekers on
the other hand, are those who arrive on Australian territory
and subsequently apply to seek protection. These arrivals
could be by those who have arrived with valid entry
documentation (usually by plane on a valid visa), or arrived
with no valid entry documentation (such as those arriving by
boat on the Australian mainland or Australian territories such
as Christmas Island). It is the latter group of asylum seekers
who are the subject of political and community concerns over
asylum seekers. The current wave of asylum seekers by boat
constitutes the fifth wave of boat arrivals. The first were a
boatload of Vietnamese who landed in Darwin in 1976. At the
time, there were disagreements between the political parties
and subsequent public debate that led to community
antagonism directed towards ‘boat people’ arrivals. In the six
years to 1982, about 2000 Vietnamese arrived by boat, with a
further 5000 arriving directly from refugee camps under the
Humanitarian Program. Yet, public reaction to boat arrivals
was largely negative, even as Australians were generally
happy to receive those arriving from camps in Southeast Asia
under the Humanitarian Program. This persistent trend of
negativity towards those arrivals through ‘non-formal’
channels, with accusations of ‘cue-jumping’ culminated in
unprecedented negative political, media and public reaction
between 1999 and 2001.10
10

McKay F, Thomas SL & Kneebone S. (2011) ‘It Would Be Okay if they came
through the proper channels’: community perceptions and attitudes towards asylum
seekers in Australia, Journal of Refugee Studies 25(1):113-13, first published online
October 23, 2011. downloaded from http://jrs.oxfordjournals.org on October 26, 2011

The controversy surrounding boat arrivals and asylum
seekers have galvanised Australia’s social and political
discourse since the first 5 Vietnamese stepped off their boat
in Darwin. Views from other side of the debate have led to
remarkable policy decisions, and polarised sections of the
community. It has also led to extreme acts of kindness,
compassion and generosity from our community, as can be
witnessed by the growth and strength of grass roots
organisations such as the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre
and A Just Australia. Yet government policies have been
deadlocked within a national security debate, and a
political culture beholden to populist politics trading on
fear and ignorance.
As successive governments scramble for solutions and policy
positions that become indistinguishable from each other,
asylum seekers continue to wash onto our shores aboard
leaky boats. As detention centres spill over with men, women
and children, policy positions shift – yet again. With the
introduction of post-detention bridging visas and
community detention, the community and welfare sector
is witnessing a wave of vulnerable and disadvantaged
people at an unprecedented scale. This presents a
challenge not only of service and systems co-ordination. In a
tightening funding and budgetary environment, the challenge
for welfare and service providers lies in stretching an already
stretched resource to capture vulnerable men, women and
children who are falling through service gaps.

Relevant Visa Classes in a nutshell
Asylum seekers in Australia fall under several categories,
some living in the community, some in detention. An asylum
seeker is a person who has applied for a protection visa and
is waiting for a decision on their application. Generally,
refugees are referred to as those who have had their claim for
asylum approved.
Under the Migration Act 1958 (Cth) (the Migration Act),
asylum seekers who arrive in Australia, whether on the
mainland or an 'excised offshore place', without a valid visa
must be held in immigration detention until they are granted a
visa or removed from Australia.
Living in the community: Asylum seekers arriving by planes
via a valid entry document generally are not subject to
detention. They live in the community whilst awaiting for their
claims to be processed. On expiration of their valid visa
(which could be a visitor/tourist visa, student visa etc..) these
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claimants are typically given a bridging visa: Bridging Visa A Asylum Seekers with no visa status
(BVA), or Bridging Visa E (BVE).
Bridging Visa A (BVA): a temporary visa. It is issued to
those who hold a valid visa and is applying for protection. It
usually allows the visa holder to work.
Bridging Visa E (BVE): a temporary visa. It is issued to
those who do not hold a valid visa and who is applying for
protection. Depending on when the visa was issued, it may
not allow the visa holder to work.
Asylum seekers who have been detained in an immigration
detention centre and who are currently applying for a
protection visa may also be granted a bridging visa (new Asylum seekers in immigration detention: these are
BVE) which allows them to be released from detention and typically asylum seekers who arrive by sea and are detained
on Christmas Island, and then moved onto mainland
live in the community.
detention facilities.
Bridging Visa E (BVE-post-detention Bridging Visa) pre
13 August 2012: since November 2011, asylum seekers Asylum seekers in community detention: these are
released from detention have been issued with a new BVE typically asylum seekers who have been previously detained,
visa (compared to the BVE previously issued to those arriving but are now allowed to live in the generally community under
on valid visas). These are typically men on their own who the Community Detention Program. The Red Cross and other
would receive 6 weeks income, housing support and service providers (AMES) manage this program under
casework support from the Red Cross upon leaving detention contract with the Department of Immigration and Citizenship
(this support is known as the Community Assistance Support (DIAC). Asylum seekers in this category are provided with
–CAS - Transitional Support). Eligibility for further support is support for housing, some income support (70% of Centrelink
assessed at the end of 6 months, at which time they may be Special Benefit) and case management support. Legally still
provided with ongoing support in the CAS stream or other in detention, these asylum seekers have no visa status, and
Red Cross programs (such as the Asylum Seeker Assistance are not eligible for Medicare, and do not have work rights.
Scheme - ASAS). If they are not eligible for any of the Red Their health needs are provided for by a health service
Cross programs at the end of 6 months, they will be referred provider, IHMS, under contract with DIAC. These asylum
to mainstream ER and support services that have capacity to seekers access IHMS services with their IHMS Card. IHMS
provide support. These asylum seekers have work rights and liaises with health service providers to meet their clients’
are reliant on the private rental market for their health needs. Those in community detention tend to be
unaccompanied minors, women, families and vulnerable men.
accommodation needs.
Bridging Visa E (BVE-post-detention Bridging Visa) post
13 August 2012: these are asylum seekers released from
detention and receive the same supports as those in the pre13 August BVEs, with one exception. They do not have work
rights, and similarly, are reliant on the private rental market for
their accommodation needs. The article by the Asylum
Seeker Resource Centre highlights the issues faced by
this group of asylum seeker and is presently launching a
campaign to re-instate work rights under this visa class.
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Table 1:People in the community under Residence Determination as At the end of 6 weeks, asylum seekers are assessed for entry
to any of the three streams. Where they are not eligible, then
at 28 February 201311

Sri Lanka

Adult
Male
Female
268
216

Child (<18 years)
Male
Female
151
112

Iran

148

76

135

53

412

Afghanistan

119

25

152

19

315

Iraq
Palestinian
Authority

68

31

42

15

156

Nationalities

Total
747

asylum seekers have to provide for themselves. For post 13
August 2012 BVE holders, this could prove challenging as
they are prohibited from working.
Asylum Seeker Assistance Scheme

Red Cross caseworkers assist clients in accessing financial
assistance to cover basic living expenses (equivalent to 89%
19
20
17
23
79
Centrelink Special Benefits); general health care; protection
visa health and character checks. Referrals are also made to
Other
159
107
139
88
493
Total
781
475
636
310
2202
health, counseling, accommodation and material aid services.
Eligibility under the scheme is financial hardship of those who
have been awaiting a decision on protection visa for six (6)
months or more (though some exemptions can apply). DIAC
Support services for asylum seekers
sets the eligibility criteria for the program, and must approve
The Victorian Refugee Health Network put forward some key all applications made to the program.
points about how asylum seeker health needs are met12:
Community Assistance Support (CAS)
 Asylum seekers do not have access to Centrelink (i.e. if a The program provides support to elderly or those
client has a Health Care Card then they are not an asylum experiencing serious health or family issues and who are
seeker) and their access to income support is limited.
awaiting an outcome on their protection application.
 Most asylum seekers are eligible for Medicare (i.e. those Caseworkers provide intensive support which includes
who have work rights on their Bridging Visa).
organizing healthcare appointments, financial assistance to
 Medicare ineligible asylum seekers are to be provided with assist with basic living expenses including rent (equivalent to
health services (which normally require a Medicare Card, 89% of Centrelink Special Benefit) and where applicable rent
such as public dental, emergency ambulance, pathology, assistance (equivalent to 89% Centrelink Rent Assistance),
diagnostic, pharmaceutical) in Victorian Hospitals as per the financial assistance to meet costs of medical appointments,
Victorian Department of Health ‘Guide to access to health medicines and emergency health and dental care. Referrals
and community services for asylum seekers’
are also made to counseling, accommodation and material
 It is recommended that Medicare eligible asylum seekers aid. Referral to the program must be made via DIAC.
are bulk-billed due to low-income status.
Transitional CAS
 Asylum seekers in Community Detention are not eligible for
The Transitional CAS provides support (for up to six weeks)
Medicare and their medical bills should be directed to IHMS
to eligible people who have recently been released from an
and not the client themselves. Not all health services are
immigration detention facility. This is provided by Red Cross
covered: contact IHMS for advice and pre-approval.
and AMES, and in Victoria, approximately 600 clients a month
 Some Medicare ineligible asylum seekers may have their enter the program. The program provides complex case work
pharmaceutical or pathology bills paid for by asylum seeker
support, a basic living and rent allowance (equivalent to 89%
support agencies.
Centrelink Special Benefit and 89% Centrelink Rent
The Red Cross provides a range of short-term support to
Assistance) access and financial assistance for healthcare,
asylum seekers. Red Cross is contracted to DIAC to provide and referrals to services such as social support, education,
support services under three (3) broad streams. Asylum accommodation and material assistance.
seekers on BVE released into the community are provided
Community Detention Program
with support during the 6-week transition period (see below).
Support is provided to families with children, unaccompanied
minors and individual adults, as determined by DIAC. The
11 Immigration Detention Statistics Summary 23 February 2013, Department of
Immigration and Citizenship downloaded from http://www.immi.gov.au/managingprogram is fully funded by DIAC. In partnership with 20
australias-borders/detention/_pdf/immigration-detention-statistics-feb2013.doc on 30
agencies across the welfare and community sector, support is
March, 2013
12 Asylum Seeker Information Sheet for Victorian Health Services, downloaded from
provided to clients. In April 2011, AMES was subcontracted
http://www.asrc.org.au/media/documents/guide-asylum-seeker-access-health-andcommunity-se_.pdf on 1 March, 2013
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by Red Cross to provide support services to asylum seekers support, such as community information, systems and service
in community detention.
navigation and other support services.
The ASRC’s
comprehensive material aid program had up until recently
Support under these streams are provided to asylum seekers
been the first port of call for asylum seekers in the community.
awaiting the outcome of their application for protection.
With the increase in boat arrivals and government policy shift
Under law, there are four (4) stages to the application
to community detention, the demand for material aid is rapidly
process:
outgrowing ASRC’s capacity to support asylum seekers on
1. Determination by DIAC (an administrative decision made
bridging visa asylum seekers. CISVic agencies report an
by a case officer)
increase in asylum seekers asking for help. In line with
2. Determination by the Refugee Review Tribunal (for
agency ethos and service charter, they are never turned
those who have been rejected in the first instance, there
away.
is an avenue of administrative appeal to the RRT for a
Welfare and community agencies supplement the ASAS, CAS
review of the decision, on the merits of the case)
and Community Detention asylum seekers with material aid
3. Court (judicial review, on the basis of error in law)
4. Minister (last resort for applicants who may appeal after and practical support in service and systems navigation. For
exhausting all avenues open to them. The decision at those on BVE who have been considered ineligible for ASAS
and CAS programs, reliance on family, friends and their
this level is at the Minister’s discretion)
Eligibility criteria apply for support under the Red Cross community networks is increasingly supplemented by
programs. Under the contract of service, assistance could caseworkers in the emergency relief sector. Providing
only be provided as long as clients are undergoing any of the emotional, practical and systems navigation support,
4 stages of the application process.
Once clients’ caseworkers in the emergency relief sector play a crucial
applications are approved they are then eligible for the early intervention and prevention role in the emergency relief
settlement services available in various community based and program, providing support to clients who fall through service
gaps. Within the community and information support sector,
more mainstream services.
The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre (ASRC) is Australia’s with its focus on non-judgemental, impartial service provision,
leading asylum seeker organization. An independent, non- the arrival of asylum seekers in the community brings a new
government funded human rights organization, the ASRC set of service delivery issues and challenges. How do we
opened doors in June 2001 with a few hundred dollars, and adequately support severely traumatised men, women and
have since grown to an organization with 32 full time staff and children? What resources can we draw upon to ensure the
more than 750 volunteers delivering services to over 1,200 best outcomes for our new client demographic? How do we
asylum seekers at any one time. The ASRC provides a range continue to provide practical and emotional support to clients
of services including: material aid, health, legal, counseling, who are overburdened not only by the daily demands
casework and foodbank. The ASRC also engages in associated with living, but for whom an uncertain future
community development and campaigning asylum seeker obscures any capacity to see beyond the next review
issues, with a focus on human rights and social change. This process?
includes working to raise awareness of asylum seeker issues, Red Cross Emergency Relief supports refugees,asylum
addressing myths and misconceptions around the plight of seekers and other people in the community awaiting an
those arriving by boat, and providing empowerment and outcome on their visa application from DIAC who are
community development programs that assist asylum seekers experiencing a financial crisis, have no source of income and
to settle.
are unable to receive any other form of financial assistance.

Emergency Relief and material aid for
asylum seekers

The program provides financial support to assist them in their
current crisis situation. Unlike the other programs, the ER
casework service is funded by the Red Cross.

The emergency relief (ER) sector provides support to asylum
seekers living in the community through the provision of food
parcels, clothing, basic amenities, bedding, furniture, travel,
medicine, rent, utilities bills, phone cards – basic living needs
and expenses – coupled with emotional and other practical

The ASRC provides a range of material aid including travel
support, phonecards, clothing, bedding and other basics.
Clients also have access to Foodbank set out in super-market
model ensuring fairness, dignity and choice. Community
meals by way of nutritious hot meals are provided on

12

INFORMED - AUTUMN, 2013

Policy & Practice newsletter for the community information and support sector

weekdays to around 100 people. The service relies heavily
on donations and volunteer support.
Salvation Army provides emergency relief services to
asylum seekers at the Salvation Army Asylum Seeker
Support Service based in Brunswick. The service provides a
range of emergency and material aid support.
CISVic agencies also provide support to asylum seekers
attending our services. As community information and
support services, emergency relief, referrals and casework
support are provided to asylum seekers who have no-where
else to turn to. With the increasing number of asylum seekers
in the community, agencies are faced with the potential
growth in the sector of a new vulnerable and disadvantaged
group of clients who have specific needs for material,
emotional and practical support. The challenge is to ensure
that services provided to these clients are co-ordinated
between various programs and agencies to ensure the best
possible outcome for clients. The articles by Goulburn Valley
Community Care and Whittlesea Community Connections
illustrate how CISVic agencies are responding to asylum
seekers and their needs.

Government policy and response
Multiculturalism
The federal government’s new multicultural policy The People
of Australia (launched in February 2011) finally gives
expression to the reality of Australia’s cultural diversity, its
migration history and the significant role migrants play in
shaping Australia’s future. In this context, the unique position
of Aboriginal Australians as the First Australians who have
occupied this land for over 40,000 years should also be
acknowledged.
In one way, this could be seen as
representing a 40,000-year continuum of migration and
settlement in Australia. Significantly, the language and intent
of The People of Australia positions multiculturalism as a
policy not only relevant to migrants, but is owned and remains
the responsibility of all Australians. It sets out four policy
principles whereby the Australia Government:
1. celebrates and values the benefits of cultural diversity for
all Australians, within the broader aims of national unity,
community harmony and maintenance of our democratic
values.
2. is committed to a just, inclusive and socially cohesive
society where everyone can participate in the
opportunities that Australia offers and where government

services are responsive to the needs of Australians from
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds;
3. welcomes the economic, trade and investment benefits
which arise from our successful multicultural nation; and
4. will act to promote understanding and acceptance while
responding to expressions of intolerance and
discrimination with strength, and where necessary, with
the force of the law.
The policy principles in The People of Australia recognises
that in a secular, democratic society such as Australia’s, the
legal and political system protects and promotes the rights of
the individual to social, economic and political security.
These basic immutable rights are what attracted migrants to
Australia. Upholding these rights requires also upholding the
rights of these same migrants to equal voice and expression
in the social and cultural sphere (including the evolving
discussions around Australian cultural and social identities).
Providing an environment in which people from different
cultures feel safe to express their views requires leadership at
the social, cultural and political level.
In recent years, various state and territory government
agencies and community organisations have been adopting
culturally competent practices and policies to be more
inclusive and responsive to the needs of the CALD and
Aboriginal communities that they service – primarily in the
health and family services sector. With the federal
government’s commitment to strengthening its access and
equity policies (Principle 2), culturally competent practices will
hopefully become the norm in organisations across all
sectors.
In their response to The People of Australia, the Federation of
Ethnic Communities’ Councils of Australia’s Different but
Equal submission emphasises the need for equal dialogues
amongst all Australians, and asserts that “[I]ntercultural
interaction and dialogue cannot happen in an unequal playing
field where there is ‘host’ and ‘guest’ division.” The challenge
in the implementation of The People of Australia is to ensure
that formal aspects of inclusion work in tandem with its more
controversial counterparts – Australian cultural identity and
cohesion. This can only be done through raising awareness
and education of all Australians about the role of culture in
their lives and how it regulates their behaviour and social
interactions with others. There are lessons that can be
learned from how organisations such as Centre for Culture,
Ethnicity and Health, the Multicultural Disability Advocacy
Association of NSW Inc. and the Centre for Cultural
Competence Australia do this among individuals and
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organisations in the health, disability and allied health sectors.
Family, community, social and national cultures layer upon
each other, continually evolving and responding to
environmental changes and circumstances. This in turn
impact on how effectively we communicate with each other,
particularly in situations of personal difficulties and distress.
Organisations and service staff who have heightened
awareness of effective cross-cultural communication
strategies (including the use of interpreters) are better able to
respond to CALD and Aboriginal client needs.
The People of Australia also established The Australian
Multicultural Council (AMC) was established in 2011 as a
permanent and independent bipartisan body to advise the
government on multicultural affairs policy. The AMC’s
priorities are covered in its terms of reference, which are to:

Closing the gap is a national integrated strategy agreed to by
all states and territories through the mechanism of the Council
of Australian Governments (COAG), a peak intergovernmental forum. Linked to a wider reform of Federal and
state government financial relations, COAG’s national
agreements and partnerships focus on areas such as
education, housing and health to overcome Indigenous
disadvantage. Specific timeframes were agreed to for
achieving six targets, relating to life expectancy, infant
mortality, early childhood development, education and
employment.
Service coordination, engagement with
Indigenous communities, clear responsibilities, specific
targets and rigorous reporting are some of the measures by
which Closing the Gap will be implemented. The focus is on
better engagement with Indigenous communities, capacity
building and leadership to arrive at sustainable solutions to
entrenched problems. All governments under the National
Partnership Agreements are responsible for their commitment
to the strategy, which includes a commitment to a common
framework of outcomes, progress measures and policy
directions to guide Indigenous reforms. The Indigenousspecific agreements build on current initiatives, address
shortfalls and provide significant additional funds.

 advise the government on multicultural affairs
 have a formal role in a strengthened access and equity
strategy
 have a research and advisory role around multicultural
policy
 assist with cultural diversity celebrations and Harmony Day
activities
 implement a 'People of Australia Ambassadors' Program to
articulate the benefits of, and help celebrate, our Across Australian states and territories, Aboriginal cultural
multicultural nation.
competence policies and training are increasingly being
implemented, most notably in health, education, and child
The AMC consists of 10 members, including a youth member
services. The Northern Territory, Western Australia and
and two ex officio members (the Race Discrimination
Queensland (states with much higher proportion of Aboriginal
Commissioner and the Secretary of the Department of
Australians than their southern counterparts) have long
Immigration and Citizenship).
introduced Aboriginal cultural competency policies,
frameworks - and more recently - cultural competency
Closing the Gap
training across their government agencies and services. In
Victoria, the Department of Humans Services introduced the
Aboriginal Cultural Competence Framework in 2008. The
Department of Planning and Community Development
introduced an Aboriginal Inclusion Framework, and between
2008-2011 implemented an Inclusion Framework based on
the Victorian Charter of Human Rights.

Asylum Seekers
Australia has obligations to protect the human rights of all
asylum seekers and refugees who arrive in Australia,
regardless of how or where they arrive and whether they
arrive with or without a visa.
As a party to the Refugees Convention, Australia has agreed
to ensure that people who meet the United Nations definition
of refugee are not sent back to a country where their life or
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freedom would be threatened. This is known as the principle While the legal and policy framework for mandatory detention
of non-refoulement.
remains in place, substantial numbers of asylum seekers and
refugees have been transferred out of closed immigration
Australia also has obligations not to return people who face a detention into the community since late 2010. In October
real risk of violation of certain human rights under 2010, the Australian Government announced that it would
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights begin to move a significant number of unaccompanied minors
(ICCPR), the Convention Against Torture (CAT) and the and families with children into community detention. In
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), and not to send November 2011, the government announced that, following
people to third countries where they would face a real risk of initial health, security and identity checks, increasing numbers
violation of their human rights under these instruments. These of people in closed immigration detention facilities would be
obligations also apply to people who have not been found to considered for transfer into the community on bridging visas
or placement in community detention.
be refugees.
In addition, while asylum seekers and refugees are in
Australian territory, the Australian Government has
obligations under various international treaties to ensure that
their human rights are respected and protected. These
treaties include the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights, the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights, the Convention against
Torture and the Convention on the Rights of the Child. These
rights include the right not to be arbitrarily detained.

On 21 November 2012 the Australian Government
announced that some asylum seekers who are liable to
transfer to a third country, having arrived to an ‘excised
offshore place’ on or after 13 August 2012, would be released
into the Australian community on bridging visas due to
overcrowding across Australia’s immigration detention
network and capacity constraints in the detention facilities
established to accommodate asylum seekers in Nauru and
Manus Island.

There are currently thousands of asylum seekers as well as
some recognised refugees, being held in immigration
detention around Australia. Several hundred asylum seekers
who arrived in Australia are now also being detained in Nauru
and on Manus Island in Papua New Guinea under third
country processing arrangements.
Immigration detention in Australia is indefinite – there is no
limit in law or policy to the length of time for which a person
may be detained. Some asylum seekers and refugees spend
long periods of time in immigration detention waiting for their
refugee claim to be assessed; waiting for the completion of
health, identity and security checks; or awaiting removal from
Australia if they have been found not to be a refugee nor to
otherwise be owed protection.
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Useful Resources:
PRACTICE
Asylum Seeker
Asylum Seeker Resource Centre http://www.asrc.org.au/ by
far the most comprehensive service provider for all asylum
seekers, the ASRC website houses great information and
resources for clients, service providers and volunteers.
ASRC provides ER/material aid services, legal services and
other support services to asylum seekers.
The ASRC’s National Directory of Asylum Seeker and
Refugee Service Providers is available at
http://www.asrc.org.au/media/documents/asrc-resourcedirectory.pdf
Red Cross http://www.redcross.org.au/migrationsupport.aspx and AMES http://www.ames.net.au/settling-inaustralia/community-detention-program.html provide support
services to asylum seekers who meet certain eligibility
criteria.
Salvation Army Asylum Seeker Support Services
http://www.salvationarmy.org.au/who-we-are/ourwork/asylum-seekers/ is based in Brunswick and provide
ER/material aid services to asylum seekers, skilled migrants
and overseas students in need.
Foundation House - www.foundationhouse.org.au
The Victorian Foundation for Survivors of Torture (VFST), or
'Foundation House' as it is also known, provides a range of
services to people from refugee backgrounds who have
survived torture or war related trauma
Refugee Facts - http://refugeefacts.cpd.org.au/
website that provides fact-check resource of key information
and statistics on asylum seekers.
Asylum Explained http://www.asylumexplained.asrc.org.au/
is a resource for asylum seekers navigating the administrative
and judicial process relating to their application for a
protection visa. The site has information in a variety of
community languages.
Cultural Competence
There is a wide range of tools, strategies and guidelines
available online, for self-assessment as well as assessments
by independent consultants. The following are an indicative
range available.
On 4th June 2013, the ECCV will launch a new report
‘Women Surviving Violence – Cultural Competencies in
Critical Services’. The Report sets forth strategies and

makes practical and purposeful recommendations, with a
view to expanding options and support available to women
from diverse cultural backgrounds. Check the website to
download the report: http://eccv.org.au
Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights
Commission
http://www.humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au/index.php/ourresources-and-publications/toolkits
Centre for Cultural Competence Australia
http://ccca.com.au/ focuses on training and development of
individuals and organisations about Aboriginal cultural
competence across a wide range of disciplines and sectors.
Centre for culture, ethnicity and health
http://www.ceh.org.au/ provides specialist information, training
and support on cultural diversity and wellbeing. There are
tools and tip sheets available from download at their website
to assess and improve cultural competence at organisational
level.
National Cultural Competency Tool (NCCT) for Mental
Health Services
http://www.eccq.com.au/wpcontent/uploads/2012/01/National-Cultural-Competency-Toolfor-Mental-Health-Services.pdf
Tools & processes for self-assessment, the National
Centre for Cultural Competence (USA)
http://nccc.georgetown.edu/foundations/assessment.html
POLICY
The People of Australia: Australia’s Multicultural Policy
‘recognises the amazing breadth and diversity of Australian
society, and reaffirms the Government’s unwavering support
for a culturally diverse and socially cohesive nation.’
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/multicultural/pdf_d
oc/people-of-australia-multicultural-policy-booklet.pdf
Aboriginal Cultural Competence Framework (DHS,
Victoria 2008) this framework guides mainstream Community
Service Organisations in the development of management
strategies, policies and direct practice which will provide
better outcomes for Aboriginal children and families.
http://www.dhs.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/580934
/Aboriginal_cultural_competence_2008.pdf
Proposed Framework for Aboriginal Inclusion to lift the
Cultural Competency of the Victorian Government
http://www.dpcd.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/59627
/Second-Phase-Report-Inclusion-Final_20-Nov-09Cooperative-Change.pdf
DCPD 2008-2011 Inclusion Framework and annual plans
http://www.dpcd.vic.gov.au/home/publications-andresearch/corporate-publications/inclusion-plan
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Ethnic Communities Council of Victoria (ECCV) is the
peak body for ethnic and multicultural organisations in
Victoria. A community-based, member driven organisation,
the ECCV advocates on behalf of members across a range of
areas including access and equity, improving services and
community harmony. http://eccv.org.au/
Cultural Competency in Health: A Guide for Policy,
Partnerships and Participation, National Health and
Medical Research Council (NHMRC), 9 December 2005.
Available
from
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/_files_nhmrc/publications/attachmen
ts/hp19.pdf
From Principle to Practice: Implementing the Human
Rights Based Approach to Community Organisations
Victorian Equal Opportunity & Human Rights Commission
(2008), From Principle to Practice: Implementing the
Human Rights Based Approach in Community
Organisations
http://www.humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au/index.php/ourresources-and-publications/toolkits
National Centre for Cultural Competency is based in the
United States and provides leadership and contribute to the
body of knowledge as it relates to cultural and linguistic
competence within systems and organisations. Emphasis is
placed on translating evidence into policy and practice,
particularly health care, mental health programs, and disability
services. http://nccc.georgetown.edu/index.html
ADVOCACY
A Just Australia http://www.ajustaustralia.com/ is a
campaign managed by the Refugee Council of Australia, with
a core mission to campaign for positive changes to
government policy on refugee and asylum seekers.
ChillOut: Children out of Immigration Detention
http://www.chilout.org/ is a campaign aimed at ending children
in
detention.
One
of
their
campaigns
is
http://outofsight.org.au/ aimed at raising awareness of
detention of asylum seekers on Manus Island and for ending
off-shore detention.
Right to Work Campaign http://righttowork.com.au/ is
seeking to change government policy denying asylum
seekers on Bridging Visa E (BVE) the right to work.
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Some musings on cultural
competence and what it means in
practice
By Judith Miralles for CultureMate
I spend a lot of time musing on
what cultural competence means
in a practical sense. This is a vital
activity as my company, Judith Miralles & Associates spends
much time assisting organisations to become more culturally
responsive. My thinking and that of my team develops as we
conduct research and develop interventions; for example the
research we undertook for the National Health and Medical
Research Council (NHMRC) to identify the key elements
underpinning culturally effective and appropriate practice in
the health sector. We continue the exploration of this topic
and incorporate our findings into our consultancies and
training.
Any concept which is meant to be implemented on a practical
basis has to be condensed to its most significant elements.
They have to be clearly defined and operationalized. The
definitions and processes which follow inform our work. I
hope you will find them useful.

 Systemic
 Organisational
 Professional
 Individual
Each dimension needs the areas of responsibility and the
interrelationship between these to be clearly described.
Systemic — Effective policies and procedures, mechanisms
for monitoring and sufficient resources are fundamental to
fostering culturally competent behaviour and practice at other
levels. Policies support the active involvement of culturally
diverse communities in matters concerning their lives.
When looking at the issue of cultural competence on a
systemic level, the issue most commonly raised in the
literature is that of adequate resourcing and funding. For
obvious reasons this, along with the existence of government
practices and programs put in place to support the application
of competence, are seen to be the starting point.
It has been noted that without this commitment, recognised
through appropriate policy infrastructure, there is no
foundation for culturally competent standards to “filter
through” at an organisational level.

Organisational — The skills and resources required by client
diversity are in place. A culture is created where cultural
Why is cultural competence important?
competency is valued as integral to core business and
Australia is among the most culturally diverse nations on consequently supported and evaluated. Management is
earth and our population continues to grow in the diversity of committed to cultural and linguistic diversity at all staffing
language, culture and religion. Our diversity has enriched our levels.
society in innumerable ways. It has also created challenges
Cultural competence at management level has particular
to service providers to meet the needs of a wide range of
relevance as it affects planning, performance expectations,
people from a wide range of social, political and economic
resources and service values within organisations; in a word,
backgrounds, experiences and world views.
the service culture of the organisation. Endorsement at the
What is cultural competence?
top management levels is required if there is to be any real
Cultural competence was defined by Cross and his team institutional change.
in 1989 to consist of a set of congruent behaviours,
attitudes, and policies that come together in a system,
agency or among individuals and enable that system,
agency or those individuals to work effectively in cross‐
cultural situations.

Too often, in my experience, culturally inclusive policies and
practices are “tack ons” or “add ons” to “mainstream” client
based services. A way of overcoming this disjointed
approach is to establish a consumer charter inclusive of
cultural diversity. This and other tools make clear the
In this definition, cultural competence is dynamic. It is much organisation’s cross cultural expectations.
more than ‘awareness’ or ‘acceptance’ of cultural differences; Another tool building the capacity of the organisation to is
in our view passive responses.
appropriate information and data to provide a demographic
The working definition of ‘cultural competence’ we use also profile of the diversity of the population. This baseline data
identifies four dimensions of cultural competency; all can also be used to monitor service usage.
prerequisites to culturally and linguistically appropriate Professional — At this level cultural competence is identified
services.
as an important component in education and professional
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development. It also results in specific professions developing Training increases confidence to interact with other cultures.
cultural competence standards and codes of practice to guide Our own experience conducting cross cultural training over
the working lives of individuals.
more than 12 years supports the reality that confidence is a
foundation block to cultural competence. We have many case
Professional cultural competence would ensure cultural
studies highlighting how it was not indifference or racism but a
competence is identified as a key component in under and
lack of confidence that inhibited professionals from working
post-graduate education and professional development (and
effectively with culturally and linguistically diverse clients.
consequently lead to curriculum development). By doing this,
the importance of cultural competence would become clear to However, I have seen many individuals who are highly
professionals from an early stage in their training and would knowledgeable and possess good cross cultural
more seamlessly be built into their practice.
communication skills but who nonetheless do not act in a
culturally competent way. What prevents them from putting
Individual — Knowledge, skills, attitudes and behaviours
their knowledge and skills into action?
underpinning cultural competence are maximised by existing
within a supportive organisation, profession and system. This brings us to a seldom mentioned aspect of cultural
Individuals feel supported to work with diverse communities to competence – personal attitudes or conviction. Individual
develop relevant, inclusive services.
cultural competence needs change at the personal level. An
individual needs to move beyond tolerance to see merit in
The systemic, organisational and professional competences
other ways of behaving. The ability to look inwards; reflect
are necessary precursors for individual culturally competent
upon one’s world-view; apply self-reflection and criticalpractice. The individual dimension has long been the focus
analysis to one’s and other cultures; these skills are critical in
for the discussion on competency and the knowledge,
consolidating individual cultural competence
This is
attitudes and behaviours defining competent practice. Yet
manifested by the motivation to engage in the process of
individual practice does not exist in a vacuum. Culturally
becoming culturally competent.
competent behaviour is maximised and made more effective
when it exists within a supportive organisation and wider A culturally competent individual:
system.
 Uses information and resources as well as policies to
There remains a policy imperative to increase both the quality
guide her/his practice.
and take-up of cross-cultural training as a key strategy in  Feels confident because s/he has undertaken training and
achieving individual culturally competent practice.
is able to apply a range of strategies and skills.
 Constantly undertakes a process of reflection on own
What drives individual culturally competent practice?
cultural identity and recognises the impact of her/his
In this final section, I’d like to explore what will guarantee that
culture on own practice.
an individual worker will act in a culturally competent way.
 Sees cultural competence as a journey and is committed
The section above on the individual dimension outlined that
to acting in a culturally competent way.
knowledge, skills, attitudes and behaviours underpin cultural Judith and her team have developed this online resource
competence.
encapsulating their cross-cultural experience with the
When we talk about what an individual needs to act in objective to build the cultural competence of the Australian
culturally competent way, we sometimes narrow her/his workforce. (Go to www.culturemate.com.au to find out more.)
needs to knowledge about other cultures. Give the person
information about the history, politics, key values, similarities
and differences between cultures and s/he should be right.
Then again, information is vital but information on its own will
not bring about observable changes in level of competence.
We then realise that as competence needs to be
demonstrated, the individual will probably also benefit from
skills acquisition. Training can address the skills shortages by
providing the opportunity to develop and practise a variety of
strategies to communicate with people from other cultures.
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Working with interpreters

By Tibet Churchill, Caseworker & Qualified
Interpreter, Dandenong Community Advisory Bureau
Working with interpreters is a skill that is gained through
experience. It is difficult at times, especially when using an
interpreter for the first time, to train the brain to think in very
short sentences. As a professional each sentence must be
pre-thought whilst the interpreter is conveying the previous
piece of information. Speaking through an interpreter
requires better preparation and concise language. It is
obvious that a conversation through an interpreter will take
twice as long. Bearing this in mind, information must be “well
packed” to avoid unnecessary wording.

doctors and lawyers who have learnt to speak in a particular
jargon, less familiar to both the interpreter and the client.
When working with interpreters, professionals need to be
aware that in many countries of the world there are different
languages, at times, corresponding with particular ethnicities.
There are also different dialects spoken by people of the
same ethnicity but who come from different regions fo the
country. People from Afghanistan speak several languages,
but prefer their own language or dialect. At times a client
may find it offensive to have an interpreter who speaks a
language they understand, but do not want to speak, due to
being persecuted in their country of origin by that particular
group of people.

An example is the Hazari people of Afghanistan. At times
clients will be particular in saying that they want a Farsi
interpreter but not from Afghanistan, instead from Iran, for
their own personal reasons which need to be taken into
account. Again they are coming from countries where they
have experienced conflict and at times torture, hence become
very particular with who the interpreter is and which country
From the interpreter’s viewpoint, short sentences are greatly they are from.
appreciated. Even better, phrases, so that nothing is “lost in
translation”. A lot of people in Australia are bilingual but On the contrary there are times when a client is adamant
interpreting from one language to another, back and forth, about not having an interpreter from their own community. In
requires a considerable amount of practice and a very good cases where they speak more than one language, the client
command of both languages. Interpreting requires high will opt for an interpreter from another community which at
concentration, understanding correctly what has just been times may be a member of the community that was at war
said, and simultaneously finding the correct expression in the with the client’s country of origin, because they do not want
other language. Word for word translation does not always someone from their own community knowing their business
convey the correct message. A good interpreter will ask the and feel more comfortable with someone from the “enemy’s”
client time after time, if they understand what is being said, as side as they know the interpreter will not know them
people who are in between the interpreter and the personally. Even though interpreters are bound by their Code
professional, can at times appear a little blank. At such times, of Practice, people are still wary to reveal their personal
it is the interpreter’s duty to ask and make sure the issues in front of someone who may be a well known figure in
their community; due to embarrassment someone coming
information has been understood.
from a war ridden country has lost trust in their government
Since interpreting requires high concentration, professionals and other governments as a consequence.
need to be aware that the interpreter needs a break at times.
If the interview requires more than 2 hours of conveying
information through an interpreter, there must be a break for
the interpreter to rest. Such circumstances occur usually at
Tribunals or court hearings that extend for a longer period of
time.
A professional must try and keep the language as
straightforward as possible with sentences that include one
idea. If the language is convoluted, it makes the interpreter’s
job more difficult and the chances of misinterpretation more
likely. This can be difficult for some professionals such as
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There are times that for such reasons clients do not want an
interpreter at all, believing that they speak English well
enough to go ahead with an interview. In such cases, the
client may have a fair understanding of English, but do not
alise how difficult it is for the professional to understand them.
There are numerous scenarios that make communication
between the client and the professional quite difficult. It is
always a good idea to have some preparation, a list of topics
that the professional needs to cover, to refer to during the
interview. It is a known fact that it becomes difficult for the
professional (due to waiting for their message to be
interpreted) to be able to continue their own train of thoughts.
This makes it tempting for the professional to keep talking for
longer that is desirable from the interpreter’s point of view, as
the professional wants to get out what they have in mind. It is
difficult in general conversation to have to in the middle of a
thought.
People speak without interpreters for the largest part of their
lives and have become accustomed to speaking without
having to stop for someone else to interpret. Hence speaking
through interpreters is a skill that is gained through working
with clients who need interpreters. As such improves with
practice.
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Ideas to promote cultural diversity –
Travellers Aid Australia

 Moblity Equipment Hire: Stroller, wheelchair, electric
scooter and electric wheelchair hire.
 Other Services: Internet access, showers, baby-change
facilities, accessible toilets, adult change facilities and
hoist, lounge area, luggage storage and tourist
information.
Travellers Aid’s Diversity Plan

By Maria Groner, Operations Manager, Travellers Aid
Travellers Aid’s core services are funded under different state
Australia

and federal government programs, all of them with their own
requirements. Part of the funding received from the
Department of Health under the Home and Community Care
(HACC) program requires the implementation of a diversity
plan. This provided Travellers Aid with a great opportunity to
develop and implement a plan that not only focuses on
HACC-funded services but extends to all services and areas
of work, internally and externally. The result is a whole-oforganisation approach that encourages and promotes
diversity within the workforce as well as in terms of
Travellers Aid’s Services
client/service user groups. The Diversity Plan aligns with
Travellers Aid provides a range of different services, and the
Travellers Aid’s strategic plan and its values of compassion,
current services include:
integrity and fairness.
 Buggy & Personal Guidance Service: Provision of While the plan outlines a broader concept of diversity that
personal guidance service and buggy or pick-up from & includes people from rural and remote areas and people with
drop-off at trains and transport across Southern Cross disabilities, this article focuses on cultural diversity, in
Station (Melbourne, Vic) for older, frail and people with particular people from Indigenous backgrounds and from
disabilities to ensure safe passage through the vast culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) backgrounds.
railway and bus station.
Main strategies and actions towards cultural diversity
 Emergency Relief: emergency travel assistance for
people who face poverty, disadvantage, homelessness, One of the main goals for Travellers Aid in terms of cultural
drug or alcohol addictions, mental health issues, domestic diversity is to provide culturally aware and sensitive services
violence, social isolation, broken families or limited access to make them welcoming and inclusive for people from
to education, by providing them with immediate travel, Indigenous and CALD backgrounds to reduce access
advice and other material aid on a case-by-case basis to barriers. The success of the activities can be measured in an
increase of service users from Indigenous and CALD
get them to a safe place of support.
backgrounds.
 Travellers Aid Access Service (TAAS): Free personal
care assistance for people with disabilities. This is the only Over the years since its first implementation in 2008
service of its kind in Melbourne, allowing travellers with Travellers Aid took a number of actions that were aimed at
disabilities to participate in employment, education and valuing cultural diversity internally and externally and creating
a culture of openness towards and respect for other cultures.
social activities.
Diverse workforce
 Medical Companion Service: Volunteers meet regional
and rural (and Metro Melbourne) travellers attending Travellers Aid employs people from a huge range of diverse
medical appointments in Melbourne at Flinders Street backgrounds and cultures. Apart from Anglo-Australian,
Station or Southern Cross Station and accompany them to cultural backgrounds include Aboriginal, Asian, European,
and from their appointments.
Middle Eastern and North and South American cultures. 24
Paid staff and 40 volunteers speak over 15 languages.
Travellers Aid Australia is one of the oldest not-for-profit
organisations in Victoria and was established in 1916 to offer
support and protection for mainly women and girls arriving in
Melbourne from overseas, interstate and rural Victoria. While
the services and its users have changed over the decades, to
stay relevant, the nature of the core services still implies that
there is a diversity of users from a range of backgrounds
accessing the services.
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Valuing and promoting this diversity within has a great
positive impact on the general appreciation of cultural
diversity and translates into an openness towards diversity in
client groups.

Travellers Aid’s website has a function that translates the
content into every language. While the translations are
usually not perfect and at times amusing, the main goal of
getting our messages out is still achieved.

Celebrating Cultural Diversity Week

Centres that are welcoming

During Cultural Diversity Week, staff and volunteers are
encouraged and take an active part in promoting their cultural
heritage in a number of ways, sharing food of their culture as
one of the most popular ones. Many people happily share
food from their home country or background with colleagues
during this week and use the opportunity to tell about customs
and cultural events of their culture.

Travellers Aid currently operates from three main service
locations: Southern Cross Stations and Flinders Street Station
in Melbourne and The Cube in Wodonga (pilot). All our
centres aim at being welcoming to people from diverse
backgrounds. Flinders Street and Southern Cross Stations
display big stickers at the entrances with the word “welcome”
in many different languages.

Training

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander flags are displayed at
reception as well as a plaque acknowledging that the site is
located on the land of the Wurundjeri people. Aboriginal
artwork that was commissioned thanks to a community grant
is displayed in the centres. In Emergency Relief , a map with
language groups of Aboriginal people in Victoria is on display.
The fact that many Aboriginal clients have asked for a copy of
it and have used it as a way to start a story about their tribe
shows that this is an effective way to show our awareness.

All Travellers Aid staff participate in cultural awareness
training as well Indigenous awareness training. The training
helps staff to understand the difficulties and systemic
disadvantages people from Indigenous and CALD
backgrounds can face and provides them with skills to
effectively communicate in a culturally aware and sensitive
way. Volunteers receive general induction training that
includes diversity and are invited to attend training offered.
Promoting services
communities

to

Indigenous

and

CALD

Access to interpreting services

Travellers Aid has a policy to use interpreting services in its
core services to improve the quality of service delivery and
Travellers Aid with the help of Aboriginal communities and
ensure that language is not a barrier to accessing any of
service organisations developed a service brochure that
these services. Staff is trained in identifying the required
particularly addresses people from Aboriginal and/or Torres
language and using the interpreting service.
Strait Islander backgrounds. The brochure includes Aboriginal
artwork and uses inclusive language. It is mainly distributed to Successes and challenges
Indigenous services.
Since the implementation of the first Diversity Plan, there has
Travellers Aid also had its main service brochure translated been a clear change in culture within the organisation with
into 8 community languages to make it more accessible for management and staff taking pride in and embracing their
people from non-English speaking backgrounds.
own cultural background as well as placing a real value on
cultural diversity. High staff retention of staff from Aboriginal
Part of our promotional activities includes community
and CALD backgrounds over the past years may be partly
education and 60 community talks per year. A number of
attributed to the way Travellers Aid values and promotes
these talks are to services that target specific CALD groups
diversity.
as well as to Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander services.
The aim is to increase the awareness of Travellers Aid’s The increased efforts to make Travellers Aid’s centres
services within certain cultural groups in the community and welcoming to Indigenous clients and the strong promotion of
invite them to use these services. CALD and Indigenous particularly the travel-related Emergency Relief service to
groups are under-represented in our services for people with Indigenous agencies, resulted in a significant increase in
disabilities and older people, often because of the stigma that clients from Aboriginal and/or Torre Strait Islander
is attached to disability or cultural differences in the way of backgrounds. The proportion is currently at around 12%,
supporting family members. Raising awareness plays an which is two to three times more than prior to the actions
important role in changing the culture of acceptance and being implemented.
inclusion.
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Despite the obvious successes, it is not the time to sit back
and do nothing. It takes continued effort to maintain the
success and to face the challenges that still exist.
Increasing the numbers of service users from Indigenous and
CALD backgrounds in the other core services such as the
personal care service and the buggy service has proven to be
a greater challenge. This requires a much greater change in
the views towards disability or the way family members are
supported within many of these communities and is not
achieved easily.

Maintaining close relationships with relevant services has
shown to be an important way to promote services and
encourage close cooperation for the benefit of clients.
Networking activities and building relationships takes time and
resources, which are scarce in current times. One of the
challenges Travellers Aid currently experiences is to maintain
relationships and engage with workers from other services
without adequate resources to dedicate to this important
collaboration. Without the necessary resources, the
achievements of the past might be undone.
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GVCC’s Experience Helping Asylum
Seeker Clients

and receive only the equivalent of 89% of the New Start
allowance and cannot work. In addition, they are not eligible
for a health care card. These restrictions of entitlements and
ability to become self-supporting mean the main reason
asylum seekers come to us is for food and material
assistance purely to survive. We assist them by providing
food hampers, essentials vouchers and material aid such as
toiletries and where possible, blankets.

At the time of writing, GVCC has approximately 1,200 client
files of which at least 48 files represent asylum seeker
individuals and/or families (which is more than 4% of our
By volunteers at Goulburn Valley Community Care clients). All of them come regularly for assistance.

and Emergency Relief

Goulburn Valley Community Care and Emergency Relief Is
based in Shepparton. The words that which most express our
approach to serving clients are: non-judgemental and nonintrusive. We don’t take appointments so clients are able to
walk in off the street or by referral and receive whatever help
we can give them. From the moment they walk in the door,
through the interview process, to the moment they receive
food hampers and leave, we aim to treat all clients with
respect, sensitivity and dignity handling any information they
give us with the utmost confidentiality.
While we are an Information and Referral service the majority
of our services involve practical emergency and crisis relief as
well as advocating on a client’s behalf for various situations.
Our aim is to empower the client. We also have a wonderful
collaborative venture going on with Shepparton High
School. Last year, some students built an organic veggie
garden and chook shed. Currently VCAL students, as part of
training and obtaining Cert III in food handling, make meals
and portion them in freezer containers and give them to
us. We are then able to give out these pre-cooked meals as
part of the food hampers for our clients. They have no added
preservatives, salt etc. and often contain vegies made from
our organic garden. The students are obtaining a skill and a
stand-alone cert. and the buzz and satisfaction of knowing
that they are helping people in crisis. It's a fantastic set-up, a
real win/win for the students and the clients and we help
thousands of people a year. There are also several other
community ventures that supply us with meals from time to
time. We get our food via a local "Food Share" agency in
nearby Mooroopna which consists of food rescued from
supermarkets and from Foodbank Victoria.

Other services in Shepparton that help asylum seekers are:
Primary Care Connect and Uniting Care. These services
often refer people to us for practical assistance. Most of the
asylum seekers we see are from Middle-eastern countries
and include Muslims and Christians. The main barrier and
challenge GVCC experiences in endeavouring to help asylum
seekers, is not having enough funding and practical
resources. The challenges and barriers asylum seekers
express to us include, language barriers, social isolation,
stigmatisation and stereotyping of asylum seekers as being
terrorists and extremists and restrictive governmental policies
hindering their access to adequate services. These barriers
hinder people’s ability to become self-supporting. Stress and
depression are often observed.
Therefore we would strongly recommend that added funding
for asylum seekers is provided and that federal, state and
local governments change their policies, so as to enable
these people who have fled dangerous situations and have
experienced trauma and loss, to gain an acceptable standard
of living with room to thrive and establish.

Shepparton has the highest per capita ratio of Muslim/Middleeastern residents in Victoria and many of these are asylum
seekers who, due to government policy are on bridging visas
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THE CASE OF ALEX
Alex (not his real name) is a 55-year-old male from Iraq he
is on a bridging visa. He has an extended family including
12 sons and daughters, a wife and 3 grandchildren. He
arrived in Australia 2 years ago and his family have as yet,
not been able to join him here. He is a Christian and fled
persecution. He experiences social isolation, language
difficulties and culture-shock complicated by grief being
separated from his family. The housing he has been given
takes up over 70% of his income and does not have any
heating. He was given a small electric heater however he
does not use it as he couldn’t afford the electricity bills it
produced.
Alex was referred to us by a social worker from Primary
Care Connect and we continue to work in collaboration
with them to help Alex. Alex also has attended a local
TAFE where ESL English classes are held, to improve his
language skills. During a recent visit Alex fondly showing
us photos of his beloved family.
We have found the best strategy firstly is to give ongoing
practical support as in emergency relief including food,
vouchers, and phone cards and sometimes clothing.
Connect Alex and others like him with individual service
providers such as Red Cross. We have found that some
local organisations refuse to help or care for asylum
seekers.
In conclusion, several lines from our National Anthem
come to mind:
“For those who come across the seas
We’ve boundless plains to share ...”
We may have boundless plains but do we have a
welcoming and sharing attitude? Unless government
policy changes toward these courageous people, the
above lines of our national anthem have only a hollow
hypocritical ring. GVCC could do more if funded properly.
But overall government policy and community attitudes
change.
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Community Support Frankston – a
great place to work!
By Farrukh Ismail, volunteer at Community Support
Frankston
My name is Farrukh and I arrived in Melbourne Australia in
December 2012 to marry my fiancée of 4 years in January
2013. We have been together since 2005 when we both were
teenagers and she was the reason I left everything back
home in Karachi, Pakistan to come to Australia to live in
Doncaster East near my cousins who have lived in Australia
for more than 10 years.
I was a qualified architect in Pakistan and also did some
voluntary tutorial work with university students. However,
now in Australia my degree needs to be assessed before I
can commence work in my chosen field of architecture.
It was actually my wife's idea that I should volunteer until I
found paid work so I could meet new people and find out
more about this new home of mine so I followed her advice.
The first place I volunteered for a few months was at the local
Salvos Store in our neighbourhood. I also currently volunteer
at the ‘Australian Centre for the Moving Image’ on Saturdays
which satisfies my interest in the art and culture scene.
My cousin told me not to go anywhere near Frankston. I
have never formed an opinion on someone else’s hearsay it
needs to be based on my own experience. I found the
Community Support Frankston website through SEEK and I
decided to apply for a volunteer position as a receptionist. I
am grateful to Maureen who interviewed me and allowed me
to come and work there and meet all these great people.
I found a full-time position while only working one shift at
Community Support Frankston and thought I would have to
leave. I decided to negotiate my work hours by working
weekends so I could have one day free to work in my
voluntary work in Frankston as it has been a wonderful
experience for me even though it takes me nearly two hours
by public transport to get there.
I really do wish to thank everyone at Community Support
Frankston for allowing me to come and contribute and for
helping me and guiding me. It has been one of the best
learning experiences of my life and I am sure I will stay with
them for a very long time. There hasn't been a single
moment I've felt out of place. I am so thankful that I was
allowed to come into this country.
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Since arriving in Australia I've got nothing but love, respect The ‘No Advantage’ test and the
and new friends, who are always there to guide me, impact on asylum seekers and the
encourage me and are appreciative of the little things I do.
community sector
An Aussie girl married me and hopefully soon I’ll have Aussie
kids. The few months I've spent here has made me love this By Geerthana Narendren and Jana Favero, ASRC
country even more and now I know what’s the reason behind
it, it’s the volunteers and workers at places like Community
Support Frankston who are always ready to help people if
In November 2012 the
they require assistance and I want to be involved in what they
Federal
Government
do and contribute as much as I can in my humble and small
announced a significant
way to make this great country an even better place to raise
shift in policy that will
my family.
have a very real effect on
asylum seekers and the
Frankston City Council and local agencies are working to
community sector. The
provide more inclusive and culturally sensitive services to
Immigration Minister at
emerging culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD)
communities.
the time Chris Bowen
revealed that asylum
Community Support Frankston (CSF) is a contributing
member organisation of the Frankston Multicultural
seekers,
including
Services Forum that was established last year by local
asylum seeker families
service providers working in the Frankston municipality who
from May 2013, who
seek to develop a coordinated, inclusive and accessible
were released on bridging visas into the community, would no
approach to settlement services for people of CALD
longer have the right to work and a limited right to volunteer.
backgrounds. The Forum serves as an advocacy body
This punitive policy is based on the premise of ‘no advantage’
promoting human rights of migrants, refugees and asylum
for those who do not go through the ‘proper’ channels of
seekers in the Frankston area. Late last year the group
successfully held a cross cultural workshop called ‘Faces of
migration. Although initially the Government asserted that this
Frankston’ which attracted a large number of local
policy change was a result of the recommendations made by
agencies.
the 2012 Expert Panel on Asylum Seekers it was later
Council provides community grants to emerging
conceded the change was a result of the government’s belief
multicultural refugee communities and supports diversity
that many asylum seekers were not genuinely seeking refuge
based projects and CALD aging residents. They have
but rather economic migrants. This is despite statistics from
established annual events that include Harmony Day,
the Department of Immigration and Citizenship that 90.8% of
Diversity Week and Refugee Week. Other culturally
asylum seekers will be found to be refugees needing
innovative programs have included the Local People Local
Jobs Project in which Council provides supports to CALD
protection.13
community members to enhance their job readiness skills
Asylum seekers who are released into the community on
and to help find employment.
bridging visas without the right to work will be given the
Earlier this year Council held a CALD Consultation Forum
equivalent of 89% of the new start allowance14 (approximately
with local agencies for their input into the Council’s Public
$217 per week for singles and $399 a week for families15)
Health and Wellbeing Plan for the next three years. The
participation from local agencies was most satisfying at this
through the Asylum Seeker Assistance Scheme which places
forum and actions suggested covered the area of cultural
them well below the poverty line of $324 per week.16 Under
awareness, making an accessible Council for CALD
members, improve recognition by celebrating cultural
diversity and collaboration between Council, services and
13 Department of Immigration and Citizenship ‘Asylum Trends 2011-2012 Annual
culturally diverse communities.
Publication’, pg 31
At this year’s annual general meeting Community Support http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/statistics/asylum/_files/asylum-trendsaus-annual-2011-12.pdf
Frankston has as its guest speaker a Leading Senior 14 Asylum Seekers Resource Centre, ‘Community Based Asylum Seeker entitlement
Constable from the South East Multicultural Liaison Unit of fact sheet’ (May 2013) http://www.asrc.org.au/media/documents/community-basedpg 1
the Victoria Police who will help us become more aware of asylum-seekers.pdf,
15 http://www.humanservices.gov.au/customer/enablers/centrelink/newstartthe issues that surround people settling in our local allowance/payment-rates-for-newstart-allowance
16 “Poverty Lines: Australia” (December Quarter 2012), Melbourne Institute of Applied
community from these new emerging groups.
Economic and Social Research
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the ‘no advantage principle’, those in the community without
the right to work will not have their claims processed any
quicker than those in detention centres. This means that
some asylum seekers may need to wait up to five years to be
granted refugee status. Five years spent relying on the
assistance of community organisations instead of finding work
and contributing to the community. As a consequence of
having no work rights, thousands of asylum seekers will find
themselves in a difficult and debilitating financial position
where they cannot support themselves or their families
adequately.

released into the community will not have the right to work,
the ASRC launched a Right to Work Campaign. Research
conducted by the ASRC has demonstrated, when asylum
seekers are denied the right to self-sufficiency, and are
prevented from undertaking training or skills development,
their potential for future employment is severely diminished17.
Asylum seekers do not want to live off welfare payments; they
want to work so that they are able to support their families,
contribute to their community and give themselves the best
chance to start a new life here in Australia. Not only does the
right to work empower asylum seekers but it is also enshrined
in International Law and is one of the principles of the
Putting aside the moral implications such a punitive policy has
Refugee Convention – of which Australia is a signatory.
on the physical and mental wellbeing of asylum seekers, the
policy has already shown to have a financial impact on the This campaign has been signed on by over 90 agencies
community sector. The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre nationally, reflecting the significant impact the lack of right to
(ASRC) based in West Melbourne is the largest aid, advocacy work and access to a safety net is being felt nationally. In
and health service provider for asylum seekers in Australia. addition to no right to work, asylum seekers can only study if
The ASRC has seen a substantial increase in the need for its they pay full fees and are limited to volunteering for three
services. The ASRC is currently supporting over 1200 months at a time. As they wait for their claim to be
asylum seekers with the assistance of 800 dedicated processed, they are not guaranteed any form of income and
volunteers and a reliance on the community for financial and their lives are spent completely in limbo relying on the
in kind donations. The ASRC’s 23 programs include a generosity of individuals, communities and organisations.
Foodbank, Material Aid, Counselling, Medical, Casework and
Organisations such as the Asylum Seekers Centre in Sydney,
Employment services.
Saint Vincent De Paul’s and the Brotherhood of Saint
In the last year the ASRC has seen a doubling in the amount Laurence have joined the ASRC in demanding the
of asylum seekers requiring assistance in terms of reinstatement of the right to work for those on bridging visas.
accommodation and material support. There is now a waitlist UnitingCare Werribee Support and Housing, Werribee largest
for asylum seekers to access its services; the first time this social service provider has also felt the consequences of this
has occurred since the ASRC opened its doors 12 years ago. policy firsthand when it ran out of food vouchers for the first
As a result of this policy other community organisations time in 13 years. Between September 2012 and February
similar to the ASRC are already feeling the very real impact of 2013, the organization saw a 150% increase in demand for
this policy on their resources and ability to provide for this food parcels.18 In 2013, it is estimated that 10,00019 asylum
vulnerable group of people.
seekers will be released into the community without the right
to work. This will continue to place an insurmountable burden
on a sector that is already under resourced and has limited
funding.
Without the right to work for asylum seekers for an indefinable
period of time, the Government’s policy has the undesired
affect of creating welfare dependency20 on organisations and
providers. The illogical and apprehensible policy seeks to

In response to the Government’s announcement that asylum
seekers who have arrived by boat after August 13th and
http://melbourneinstitute.com/downloads/publications/Poverty%20Lines/Povertylines-Australia-Dec2012.pdf

17 http://righttowork.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/Right-to-work-policy-paperMarch-2013-1.pdf
18 Nick Toscano, “Asylum surge stretches service” Wyndham Weekly
http://www.wyndhamweekly.com.au/story/1404172/asylum-surge-stretches-services/
(April 2013)
19 Brotherhood of Saint Laurence, (March 2013), “A call for all asylum seekers who
are released into the community on a bridging visa to be granted the right to work’
http://www.bsl.org.au/Hot-issues/Media-releases? id=1007
20 Jane Hodge and Jana Favero, (January 2013) “No advantage equals no humanity”
http://rightnow.org.au/topics/asylum-seekers/no-advantage-equals-no-humanity/
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shift the financial responsibility to charities, NGOs and the
community sector, potentially creating an “underclass”21 of
individuals who will need to rely on aid organisations to help
them meet their day-to-day living expenses. Chief executive
of Saint Vincent De Paul’s national council criticized the policy
as ‘appalling’ and urged the Immigration Minister to
reconsider the policy, which would seek to isolate asylum
seekers from the community. The ASRC notes that a policy,
which is counterproductive, creates social inequality and
financially burden the community and aid sector should be
seriously reconsidered. The right to work for asylum seekers
in the community is the logical solution that will relieve the
stress being felt by asylum seekers and the community
sector.
For more information on the work of the Asylum Seeker
Resource Centre (ASRC), including information about our
volunteer, material aid, advocacy and casework services
please visit www.asrc.org.au
For more information on the ASRC’s Right to Work
campaign please visit www.righttowork.com.au.

Strength in diversity – Whittlesea
Community Connections
By Ben Rodgers, Team Leader, Client Services,
Whittlesea Community Connections.

Overcoming barriers to access programs and services has
always been a focus of Whittlesea Community Connections.
40 years ago we were set up by local people to provide
information to local people. Over time, our community has
grown, both in size and in variety of people from cultural and
linguistic backgrounds.
The City of Whittlesea is a diverse community. Over 35% of
people were born overseas. While this is similar to Greater
Melbourne (33%), the area is has much higher rates of people
not from a Non-Main English Speaking Background (32%
here vs 26% in Greater Melbourne) and 44.5% of people
speak a language other than English at home, 14.5% higher
than Greater Melbourne.
Lauren Wilson and Rick Morton, (May 2013) “Catastrophe of social evil awaits as
rights cut bites” The Australian http://www.theaustralian.com.au/nationalaffairs/immigration/catastrophe-of-social-evil-awaits-as-rights-cut-bites/storyfn9hm1gu-1226637157508
21

This informs our work in a couple of different ways. Our
values ensure we can respond to different people from
different backgrounds. Like many CisVic organisations, we
have a strong strength based, and place based approach that
guides all aspects of our work. Our values will sound familiar
to most, and are:
- Self Determination: We support individuals and
communities in making choices and decision that best
meet their own needs.
- Non-Judgmental: We provide services that are impartial
and supportive of all forms of diversity
- Not-for-Profit: We provide services that are free at the
point of delivery
- Confidential: We provide services in a manner that
protects clients' and community residents' privacy and
confidentiality
- Diversity: WCC values the diversity of Whittlesea and
commits to strengthening inclusiveness in all aspects of its
work
- Independence: WCC values and guards its
independence. Including the right, within the law, to
comment and advocate on government policy.
We strive to act these values in our work. Examples include:
- Staff reflect the local community, and speak a range of
languages;
- Our Settlement team, one of the largest programs in the
agency with 9 staff, is integral to improving our connection
to new and emerging communities. Our knowledge and
expertise in cross-cultural work has grown with our
engagement with the diversity of our region;
- Throughout the years, we have started different cultural
groups to ensure new communities form connections to
each other and the area. Currently we are starting an
Iranian speaking women’s group, in response to
community need.
- All our staff and volunteers use interpreters when
necessary to ensure comprehensive communication with
clients.
- One key criteria for students seeking placement for
university credit is that they are from the local area. This
ensures that opportunities are given to people that are
from this place, and means that the organisation is helped
by students existing networks;
- Currently, under-supported asylum seekers in our
community have increased. We have been flexible with
our criteria to access agency service e.g. not needing a
health care card to access emergency relief. We have
also worked with other local agencies to promote similar
approaches.
As an organisation reflective of the great diversity in the City
of Whittlesea, our success is derived from ensuring consistent
provision to everyone who we support. Over time, specific
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activities have changed to ensure we are reflective of what New Hope Foundation for migration advice
our community tells us.
Agencies/services referred to:
In many ways, WCC cannot afford not to be culturally
competent. Critical in our approach is the way in which AMES education
volunteers, Community of Management, and staff see WHISE
diversity as a strength rather than an inhibitor. It enables us
deliver programs and services that are relevant, meaningful Community Health Centre
and very effective in responding to local community need.
ERMHA for outreach services

Case Stories from CISVic agencies

Counselling and social support
Resources used:

Nafy, 53 year old Female

Casework

Family composition:

Emergency relief

Large family many children & grandchildren in Australia and Housing advocacy
overseas but experiencing homelessness and social isolation
Home and Community care _ Home Care Services
Complex issues include:
Successful advocacy and support strategies include:
Poor physical health
Navigating Housing support services and information
Depression
Access to interpreting services
Financial hardship
Centrelink advocacy in accessing funding for ESL classes
Grief and loss
Utility disconnection advocacy
Homelessness
Access to rental properties
Poor family relationships
Access to health services
Setlement issues and limited language skills no literacy
Negotiating with GP to provide referrals
Client history:
Orientation to rights and emergency relief services
Client arrived as a refugee from South Sudan in 2008
General comments:
Client experienced trauma and lost many family members
The client requires intensive outreach support and CALD
Client has limited contacts in Australia and has a poor specialist services but is not eligible because of the eligibility
relationship with her children
criteria. She is not assertive and has difficulty accessing
services and communicating with workers. She is very clear
Client has experienced homelessness
on her needs and is vulnerable because of her insecure
She has poor mobility and has multiple physical health
private rental housing and lack of reliable family support.
problems and receives a Disability support pension
She is attempting to learn English and enjoys any social
activities she can join in
Lisa, 23 year old
She attends the neighbourhood house and a church group for
Family composition:
socialising
Ongoing supports include:
Informal family and friends
Casework
English classes

Single parent family comprising of mother and three male
children aged 4, 3, and 6 months.
Complex issues include:
Client presented to the service after being forced to flee from
Melbourne’s Northern suburbs and relocate to the Mornington
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Peninsula due to domestic violence. The father of the General comments:
children, and client’s partner at the time, had been subjecting
Due to extenuating circumstances preventing the client from
the client to ongoing physical and emotional abuse.
being housed within an area of greater cultural diversity more
Upon presentation the client disclosed she was struggling appropriate to the client’s needs, the client has experienced
financially and emotionally, and felt displaced and alone. more difficulty assimilating into the local society and culture.
Whilst the client had sufficient income to support her family
The client has also experienced racism which has led to an
she was unable to understand basic budgeting and lifestyle
increase in self-imposed isolation.
skills, and was continually in need of material aid and financial
assistance. The cultural diversity and a lack of understanding
of Australian lifestyle was inhibiting the client’s financial
literacy, whilst the social and cultural isolation was
contributing the client’s emotional demise.
Client history:
The client was born and residing in Sudan before relocating to
Melbourne in 2007.
Ongoing supports include:
The client was being supported by InTouch, Multicultural
Centre Against Family Violence. This organisation assisted in
the relocation and safety plan for the client yet was planning
to withdraw after three months.
Agencies/services referred to:
The client was requiring ongoing supports, post withdrawal of
InTouch. The client indicated that DV counselling would be of
benefit so referral to SECASA was made.
Client was offered ongoing budget assistance and case
management support through WPCS, Family Support Worker.
Referral to St Vinnies for additional material aid if required.
Centrelink Engagement Officer to assist client with the
completion of her application for FTB for her youngest child.
Linkage into the Maternal And Child Health service and
request for information about Mother’s Groups in the local
area.
Successful advocacy and support strategies include:
The client’s literacy and articulation was very limited thus
required advocacy support with all agencies and referrals.
Client initially displayed a reluctance to engage yet did
attended the SECASA session and conveyed positive
feedback. This counselling has been maintained and is
benefitting the client.
Basic financial and budget advice has empowered the client
to have more control over her income and expenses and
resulted in a decrease in ER assistance.
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CISVic FULL MEMBERS
Banyule Support & Information Centre
Inc
Bayside Community Information &
Support Service
Bayside Community Information &
Support Service
Bayside Community Information &
Support Service
Box Hill Citizens' Advice Bureau
Camcare Inc - Ashburton
Camcare Inc - Camberwell
Casey North Community Information &
Support Service
Chelsea Community Support Services
Cobram Citizens Advice Bureau
Coburg Community Information Centre
Community Information Centre Hobsons
Bay
Community Information Glen Eira
Cranbourne Information & Support
Service
Dandenong Community Advisory Bureau
Darebin Information, Volunteer &
Resource Service
Diamond Valley Community Support
Doncare Community Services
Essendon Citizens Advice Bureau
Frankston Community Suppport &
Information Centre
Goulburn Valley Community Care &
Emergency Relief
Information Warrandyte
Knox Infolink
Lilydale & District Community
Information Centre
Living Learnin Pakenham
Maroondah Citizens Advice Bureau Inc Croydon
Maroondah Citizens Advice Bureau Inc Ringwood
Maryborough Community Information
Centre Inc
Mentone Community Assistance &
Information Bureau
Monash Oakleigh Community Support &
Information Service
Monash Waverley Community
Information & Support Centre
Mornington Community Information &
Support Centre
Mt Alexander Community Information
Centre
Port Phillip Community Group Inc - Port
Melbourne
Port Phillip Community Group Inc South Melbourne

HEIDELBERG

9459-5959

www.bansic.org.au

BRIGHTON

9596-7283

www.bayciss.org.au

HAMPTON EAST

9555-6560

www.bayciss.org.au

SANDRINGHAM
BOX HILL
ASHBURTON
CAMBERWELL

9598-0422
9285-4801
9809-9100
9831-1900

www.bayciss.org.au
http://www.whitehorse.vic.gov.au/Community-Directory.html?id=473
www.camcare.org.au
www.camcare.org.au

FOUNTAIN GATE
CHELSEA
COBRAM
COBURG

9705-6699
9772-8939
5871-0924
9350-3737

www.caseynorthciss.com.au
www.chelsea.org.au

ALTONA
GLEN HUNTLY

9398-5377
9571-7644

www.cige.org.au

CRANBOURNE
DANDENONG

5996-3333
9791-8344

www.cranbourneiss.org.au
www.dcab.org.au

PRESTON
GREENSBOROU
GH
EAST
DONCASTER
MOONEE
PONDS

9480-8200

www.divrs.org.au

9435- 8282

www.dvsupport.org.au

9841-4215

www.doncare.org.au

FRANKSTON

9768-1600

www.frankston.net

SHEPPARTON
WARRANDYTE
BORONIA

5831-7755
9844-3082
9761-1325

www.informationwarrandyte.org.au
www.knoxinfolink.org.au

LILYDALE
PAKENHAM

9735-1311
5941-2389

www.llinc.com.au

CROYDON

9725-7920

www.mcab.org.au

RINGWOOD

9870-3233

www.mcab.org.au

MARYBOROUGH

5461-2643

MENTONE

9583-8233

OAKLEIGH
MOUNT
WAVERLEY

9568-4533
9807-9844

www.monashwaverleycis.org.au

MORNINGTON

5975-1644

www.morninfo.org.au

CASTLEMAINE
PORT
MELBOURNE
STH
MELBOURNE

5472-2688

http://users.vic.chariot.net.au/~cic/

9209-6350

www.ppcg.org.au

9209-6830

www.ppcg.org.au

9370-4533
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Port Phillip Community Group Inc - St
Kilda
Prahran Citizens Advice Bureau
South Gippsland Citizens Advice Bureau
Inc
Southern Peninsula Community Support
& Information Centre
Springvale Community Aid & Advice
Bureau
Sunraysia Information & Referral Service
UnitingCare East Burwood Centre
Western Port Community Support
Whittlesea Community Connections
CISVic ASSOCIATE MEMBERS
Ardoch Youth Foundation
Australia Help
Bendigo Family and Financial Services
Diamond Valley Foodshare
Dingley Village Community Advice
Bureau
Eastern Emergency Relief Network
Endeavour Ministries
Healesville Interchurch Community
Jesuit Social Services
LINC Church Services Network Yarra
Valley
North East Region Volunteer Resource
Centre
Somali Australian Council of Victoria
Swags for Homeless
The Gianna Centre
The Migrant Hub
Transworld Aid
United Way Ballarat Community Fund
Victorian Youth Mentoring Alliance
Volunteering Geelong
Wimmera Information Network Inc

ST KILDA
PRAHRAN

9534-0777
9804-7220

www.ppcg.org.au

LEONGATHA

5662-2111

ROSEBUD

5986-1285

www.sgcab.org.au
http://humanservicesdirectory.vic.gov.au/SiteDetails.aspx?SiteID=40
951

SPRINGVALE
MILDURA
EAST BURWOOD
HASTINGS
EPPING

9546-5255
5023-4025
9803-3400
5979-2762
9401-6666

www.scaab.org.au
www.vicnet.net.au/~sirs
www.uebc.org
www.wportcomsupport.org.au
www.whittleseacommunityconnections.org.au

ST KILDA
NARRE WARREN
STH
BENDIGO
GREENSBOROU
GH
DINGLEY
VILLAGE
MITCHAM
ENDEAVOUR
HILLS
HEALESVILLE
RICHMOND
YARRA
JUNCTION

9537-2414

www.ardoch.asn.au

0428366220
5441-5277
9432-8274

www.australiahelp.org
www.ourcommunity.com.au/directories/listing?id=28346
www.ourcommunity.com.au/banyulegives/donate/org_details.form?or
gId=1583

9551-1799
9874-8433

dvcab.org.au
www.easternemergency.org.au

9700-4944
5965-3529
9427-7388

www.andrewscentre.org.au

5967-2119

www.lincnational.org.au/affiliates.html

HEIDELBERG
HEIDELBERG
WEST
KNOXFIELD
BENDIGO
WERRIBEE
NARRE WARREN
STH
BALLARAT
MELBOURNE
GEELONG
HORSHAM

9458-3777

www.volunteersofbanyule.org.au

9459-6333
9764-9422
5442-4644
9731-7877

www.swags.org.au
www.gianna.org.au

0411 714 885
5331-5555
0423929601
5221-1377
5382-5301

www.transworldaid.org
www.unitedwayballarat.com.au
www.youthmentoringvic.org.au
www.volunteeringgeelong.org.au
wimmerainfo.org.au

www.jss.org.au
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INFORMED is a publication of
Community Information & Support Victoria (CISVic)
Suite 209, Level 2
343 Little Collins Street
Melbourne VIC 3000
T: 03 9672 2000
F: 03 9672 2099
admin@cisvic.org.au
http://www.cisvic.org.au
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