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SERVICES FOR REFUGEES AND MIGRANTS 
Grievance 

MR J.N. HYDE (Perth) [9.24 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural Interests.  
Like many state members of Parliament, a growing amount of my constituency work concerns refugees and 
newly arrived migrants.  While I applaud the Howard government’s move to raise the overall number of 
migrants, there is a huge impact on local communities if state governments, government agencies, local councils 
and non-government agencies are not consulted fully via a well thought-out policy.  As the member for Perth, 
many of the non-government organisations, the federal Department of Immigration and Multicultural and 
Indigenous Affairs, the state Department of Health, hospitals and education agencies are in my electorate.  
ASeTTS, the Association for Services to Torture and Trauma Survivors, is located near my office and had its 
annual general meeting on Monday of this week.  Last week I presented a Teacher of the Year Award to a very 
inspiring educator, Shirley Sangster.  Ms Sangster is a lecturer at the Adult Migrant English Service section of 
West Coast TAFE, which is on Victoria Avenue in the central business district section of my electorate.  Ms 
Sangster was a very worthy round one winner in the Premier’s Teacher of the Year Awards.  It was tremendous 
to see the dedication of Ms Sangster, who was a co-researcher in the 1995 Language Australia project, which 
investigated optimal methods of teaching literacy to the then emerging Horn of Africa migrant client group.  Our 
excellent educators at AMES are not just teachers.  They are also delivering a range of services, life skills and 
information to migrants; that is, they are meeting the real needs of new arrivals rather than just teaching by rote a 
language competency.   

Last Monday night I attended the ASeTTS annual general meeting.  An amazing mix of Western Australians 
attended that meeting, all of them survivors of torture and trauma, along with refugees and other migrants who 
now call Western Australia home.  There were south Sudanese teenagers, singing in a traditional African choir 
way and dressed in their beautiful blue Aranmore Catholic College uniforms.  There was a collection of old 
blokes who had been working on a bus shelter project in the Town of Vincent.  There were Iraqis and Burundis 
working together.  There were Somalians and Balkans swapping tucker at meal time.  Janet Holmes à Court was 
there as patron.  Neale Fong, the chief executive officer of the Department of Health, was also there, hopefully 
learning that the intervention, prevention, counselling and life skills work that is done by groups such as 
ASeTTS is helping to prevent reactive health costs further down the line.   

As the member for Perth, I know, as does my good friend the member for Girrawheen, that Western Australia 
hosts over half of the Burmese migrants in Australia.   The strong Burmese support network, and associated 
groups such as the Karen Welfare Association, have ensured that traumatised minority groups such as the Karen 
of Burma have been able to meld into the Western Australian community and contribute socially, economically 
and culturally from day one.  Over 45 000 Burmese, including many Karen, are still languishing in refugee 
camps on the Burma-Thai border.  While some 10 years ago the priority was to bring Karen and other Burmese 
into Western Australia, the more recent priority from the Howard government has been a large increase in 
African migrants.  That has meant that a lot of the skills in achieving successful migration for the Burmese have 
been under-used, while new skills for the resettlement of Horn of Africa peoples have had to be gained.  As state 
members of Parliament and closest to the service delivery needs of all Australians, we often get involved in 
services that are usually a commonwealth responsibility, or sometimes even a local government responsibility.  I 
am in full support of the brilliant work that local DIMIA staff, under the leadership of Jose Alvarez, do in 
Western Australia.  However, unfortunately many of the responsibilities to migrants that were at one time the 
responsibility of the federal government have been contracted out by Canberra or allowed to lapse in a deliberate 
cost-shifting to the states.  Clearly the boost in numbers of African peoples in Western Australia has an impact 
on state health, education, police and justice, and on other agencies.  Migrants have a right to cultural sensitivity. 
However, the commonwealth must surely fund training and other new services when it arbitrarily decides to 
change immigration policy.  I know from my work with ASeTTS, and with African constituents who face 
discrimination in gaining private home rentals and other services in Western Australia, that African migrants are 
suffering a double culture shock, because not only do they need to acclimatise to the Australian diversity and 
way of life, language and attitudes, but also they need to deal with their personal trauma, having come from war 
and torture-prone environments in which they may have seen both parents murdered or have suffered gross 
abuse and everyday trauma that is unimaginable to us in Western Australia.   
I know that the minister’s predecessor took a real hands-on approach to this portfolio.  The very many 
multicultural groups in my electorate and their advocates are delighted with the way in which the Gallop 
government understands their core needs.  I understand that both the former minister and the present minister 
share some of our concerns that, in the absence of federal direction, the state must coordinate service delivery so 
that we can be reassured that new Western Australians are having their needs met.  I am told that the former 
minister, the member for Yokine, may have requested the Premier’s parliamentary secretary to chair a 
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coordination group.  I would be interested in getting some information on how the minister and our government 
are being proactive in this area.   
I am obviously delighted that the Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs has 
agreed to allow more Karen Burmese to resettle in Western Australia.  I praise local DIMIA staff for listening to 
the local Burmese community.  Both Ms Quirk, the member for Girrawheen, and I have worked very closely 
with the Burmese community, and we will do our utmost to ensure that refugees coming from Maesot, on the 
Thai border, arrive with the best preparation possible.  I salute the member for Yokine’s great commitment to 
multiculturalism, and that was acknowledged at the ASeTTS meeting.   
Although the federal government may at will change its policy and halt or limit Horn of Africa migrants, to 
suddenly switch the incoming demographic to Perth of Horn of Africa refugees to French-speaking west African 
refugees would mean that a variety of state agencies would need to be able to switch their focus and expertise 
quickly.  I am not sure whether that is proper and prudent commonwealth policy. 
MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham - Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural Interests) [9.31 am]:  I 
thank the member for Perth for his grievance and for his obvious interest in ethnic communities in Western 
Australia, and also for his obvious interest in a wider humanitarian approach around the world, and particularly 
in our region, to ensure that people have fulfilling and better lives in nations to the north of our country. 

The member is correct: a lot of people and a lot of groups in the community are doing a large amount of work to 
assist people from other cultures and other countries; that is, people who are humanitarian arrivals from 
overseas.  Those people and those groups deserve our thanks and acknowledgment.  Their work is often 
unrewarding in a financial sense, and it is often difficult work.  However, they do a great job.  The member has 
outlined some of the groups and some of the individuals in his electorate who have done that sort of work. 
I will put this matter in context.  A shift has occurred in Australia in recent years in the types of people who have 
come to our country as refugees.  About 10 years ago, the vast majority of humanitarian arrivals were from the 
former Yugoslavia, for obvious reasons.  Ten years ago, there was a significant humanitarian crisis in that 
region, and a lot of refugees came from those countries.  More recently, particularly from 2003 onwards, eight 
countries - namely, Sudan, Ethiopia, Egypt, Kenya, Congo, Somalia, Sierra Leone and Liberia - have provided 
the bulk of refugees who now come to our country.  Obviously, that brings issues with it.  Some of these people 
have been through extreme experiences of torture and trauma in their lives that must be addressed.  Obviously, if 
anyone goes through that, it has an impact upon them.  These people often have complex health problems.  They 
are very noticeable in the Australian context - I suppose that is one way of putting it - and at times that may 
cause some difficulties with other people in the community.  There is often some uncertainty in the relationships 
between parents and children because the cultural differences are so great.  It is often the case in the newly 
emerging ethnic communities in Australia that those difficulties appear between parents and children.  Last, but 
certainly not least, is the difficulty in obtaining employment in Australia.  It has come to my attention that a great 
many refugees from Africa are unemployed at present, and that is causing some difficulties.   

What is the state doing about this situation?  The government has funded the community languages program, 
which receives contributions from the state and the commonwealth - the state contributes more than the 
commonwealth - to assist people from Africa to gain better English skills.  As members will be aware, a couple 
of years ago we amended the Criminal Code in relation to racial vilification to fill a few holes and toughen the 
legislation.  The last time Labor was in office, when we put in those amendments, we introduced significant laws 
to stop racial vilification.  The Office of Multicultural Interests has provided $215 000 to various peak bodies to 
provide translators and interpreters, and there is a community grants program through the Office of Multicultural 
Interests.  The government is also putting in place various intensive English programs and the like.   

We can always do more.  We have recognised that there are specific issues with these refugees from Africa, and 
that is why we have identified that we need to do more.  We have set up a working party that is chaired by the 
member for Girrawheen.  It met for the first time on 2 September 2005.  I have consulted with the member about 
that working party, and I understand that it will really focus the agencies on what needs to be done.  It will look 
at developing strategies for addressing the identified needs of African refugees who settle in Western Australia 
and ensure better coordination across the various agencies of government involved, and it will make sure that we 
keep working on the various issues that refugees from Africa who settle in Western Australia may have.  The 
working party consists of people such as Dr Leela De Mel, who is the Executive Director of the Office of 
Multicultural Interests, various senior officers from the Department for Community Development, officers from 
the Department of Health and the Department of Education and Training, people from TAFE, people from the 
Police Service and people from the Department of Housing and Works, because the issues are many and varied.   

I am sure that under the very able leadership of the member for Girrawheen, who has undertaken responsibility 
in the past for various issues that the state has had to deal with, the working party will come up with some very 
good recommendations and a way forward that will provide practical measures to assist these people who have 
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come from a traumatic environment in Africa to better cope in this country.  I am certainly very keen to address 
the main issues to do with employment and obtaining skills, including language skills, so that these people, who 
have been through so much in their lives, can obtain employment.  The government has a positive approach.  I 
am sure the member for Perth will appreciate that the state government has a positive approach and is taking 
steps to address the situation. 
 


