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Sudanese like other refugees deserve the best chance to settle here
“I have run away from hunger, trauma, war and violence and 
still no one will shelter me.”  Refugee claimant.

Jesuit Social Services and other agencies who work alongside refugee communities are dismayed at the anti Sudanese sentiment that is being propagated in relation to the current focus on this community. It demonstrates the lack of humanity that can be projected in defence of ignorance. At despairing times like this, we look for genuine demonstration of Australia’s belief in a fair go for all. I include the above heart-felt plea contained in a submission by an African seeking refugee status in Australia because I believe the vast majority of Australians do have the moral conviction to respond appropriately to genuine need and people’s right to be treated fairly. 

Our organization has a long history of working with refugees. Jesuit Social Services worked alongside the Vietnamese community in their first 20 years of settlement and remembers too well the onslaught of racist sentiment that prevailed due to misinformation and ignorance. We support a refugee intake policy based on need for protection and a new chance at a better life, not on the basis of race, religion, nationality or perceptions about ability to integrate. The humanity and morality of society depends on this.

We are very concerned about the modification of views the impending election appears to be having within the Commonwealth Government. It was only January this year that we were heartened when Andrew Robb, former Parliamentary Secretary to the Immigration Minister spoke with compassion of his awareness of the specific difficulties African refugees have encountered in their often long journey from refugee camps to settling in Australia.  He also acknowledged their resilience and desire to find work given the right opportunities and training which is also our experience.

The United Nations lists Africa as having the world’s highest number of refugees. This is due to the many humanitarian crises there including Darfur, Somalia, Angola and Zimbabwe. This is the reason why the majority of new humanitarian immigration arrivals in Australia are from African countries and mainly Sudan. The number of Sudanese currently living in Australia is approximately 22,000 with over 6,000 living in Victoria. To set this in context, it is estimated that globally, there are over two million Sudanese who are now refugees as a result of war and dispossession. Another two million Sudanese have lost their lives through this conflict.

Our experience has been that newly arrived refugees from all backgrounds need assistance with settling into Australia, and that each new group challenges us to understand their way of seeing the world, just as they are challenged to adjust to Australian society. The effort that new communities put into the task of getting a good education for their children, establishing home and work, and finding a place for themselves in a new society deserves our respectful acknowledgement not ridicule. 

Working with African communities has shown us that they have the will and the potential to contribute a great deal to Australia if only they are given the chance. They ask above all for respect and a fair go. 

Several years ago our agency was approached by the Somali community on the Flemington public housing estate to assist in developing some specific youth programs. Together, we initiated a Horn of Africa youth project with federal funding. It has been a great start and we are keen to continue building on this. We have learned that where there is a common commitment and respectful engagement between the partner agencies, good outcomes are possible. 
Our agency works in a spirit of trust and constructive cooperation with the leaders and communities of several Horn of African countries. We employ workers from the Eritrean and Somali communities and they provide the essential bridge between their communities and our agency. Together we have achieved a great deal. Local agencies including the Flemington Police volunteer time to initiate and run recreational programs. Jesuit Social Services has been running a homework program after school for several years with volunteer tutors assisting the predominantly African children and youth.

 Our experience shows that long- term support, tailored to needs, maximises the opportunities that a life in a new country can offer these young people. We also learned that ‘being led’ by the community that entrusts us to assist them and together, ‘learning as we go’ produces positive results. A big lesson is recognising that it takes ongoing and concerted efforts to maintain good results when working with new and resettled communities. Sufficient time and resourcing enables these communities to eventually reach a point where they can go it alone, as they learn how to make their way in a new culture and place.

Africans and other refugees must feel welcomed if they are to become part of our broader society. They have often gone through great hardship, and deserve nothing less than our support. Their settling in will be assisted by a balanced immigration policy that encourages family reunion and recognizes the time it takes for language learning and integration to occur. 

The current focus on the Sudanese needs to turn from one that potentially vilifies a race to one that recognises the great opportunity for a compassionate exploration of the needs, rights, responsibilities and contributions that, given a proper chance, these new Australians can make, to our community.
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