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BMRSG Inc Annual General Meeting 
Uniting Church Hall, 4 Lewin St Springwood 

Sat 2 November 2019 at 2.00 pm 
AGENDA 

 
Chair     Joy Connor 
 
Welcome, acknowledgment of Aboriginal custodians of the land 
 
Welcome to guests 
 
Apologies 
 
Minutes of the previous AGM 
 
Acceptance of Minutes of previous AGM 
 
Presentation of the Annual Report – Joy Connor 
 
Acceptance of Annual Report 
 
Presentation of Annual Financial Report – Laurie Brackenreg 
 
Acceptance of Annual Financial Report 
 
Election of Office Bearers – All positions to be declared vacant 
 
Special Motion: “ That BMRSG Inc supports The 2017 Uluru Statement from The Heart  and 
the incoming committee is requested to consider ways in which this support can be 
expressed publicly. Public expression should include a statement of support on our website 
and letterhead.”   (Moved:  Julie Martin,  Seconded: Denise Thorpe ) 
 
Set membership subscription for 2019-2020 
 
Vote of thanks to outgoing officers 
 
Guest Speakers: 

Clavenda Bockarie 
 
Dorothy Hoddinott AO 

 
 
Afternoon Tea 
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Minutes of the Blue Mountains Refugee Support Group Inc 
Inaugural Annual General Meeting 

Uniting Church 4 Lewin Street Springwood 
2pm 27 October 2018 

 
Present   52 members 
 
Welcome 
Hal Ginges welcomed members and acknowledged the Aboriginal custodians of the land.  He 
also welcomed Susan Templeman MP, Cr Brent Hoare BMCC, the guest speaker Asad Ahmadi 
and gave special thanks to George Winston. 
Hal announced his resignation and read a message from Joy Connor, incoming Chairperson, 
who was unable to attend for personal reasons.  
He welcomed the new Treasurer Laurie Brackenreg and Samzin Kalsang our first Tibetan 
committee member. 
 
Apologies 
Joy Connor, Lyn Murphy, Pat Cavanagh, Lee Andrews, Penny Park, Stephen White, Judith 
Neilson, Noeline Nagle, Jude Finch, David Buckley, Christa Buckley, Suzie Van Opdorp, Mary 
Waterford, Jan Clarence, Cr Mark Greenhill, Cr Chris Van der Kley, Cr Romola Hollywood, Sen 
Doug Cameron, Trish Doyle, Jean Winston, Sheila Quononey, Greg Bull, Louise Sutcliffe, Leslie 
Sammon 
 

REPORTS 
 

i) Annual Report  
Hal Ginges, outgoing Chairperson, acknowledged Michael Morley’s resignation as Treasurer, 
and Mary Waterford for her work as a committee member. He thanked Michael Morley & Julie 
Martin for their management of the finances, Susan Templeman for her support in lifting the ban 
on mobile phones in detention centres and Pat Rayner for her very successful social media 
work.  
ii) Financial Report  
Michael Morley, outgoing Treasurer, highlighted the very healthy state of our finances, and 
thanked members of the Finance Sub Committee. 
iii) Community Visitors Report -  Kate Blakeney, Julie Martin and Denise Thorpe spoke briefly 
about their experience related to visiting families. 
iv) Education & Advocacy Report  - Joy Connor, Kathie Herbert and Mary Waterford briefly 
outlined aspects of this work over the past year. 
v)  Events Co-ordination Report  -  Roger Grealy detailed the successful Julian Burnside lunch 
and acknowledged the contribution of Automotive Studies classes at  Blaxland High School who 
are requesting old cars for students to repair and refurbish for use by refugees and asylum 
seekers. 
vi)  Fundraising Report - George Winston asked for volunteers to sell raffle tickets for the raffle 
to be drawn on 9 December 2018. 
 vii) Social Media & Communication Report – Pat Rayner is responsible for Facebook, Twitter 
and our twice monthly newsletter and advised that in 2018 there were 8 articles in local media. 
 
Election of Officer Bearers 
All position declared vacant.  New office bearers are: 
Chairperson Joy Connor, Deputy Chairperson Kathie Herbert, Secretary Brendan Doyle, 
Assistant Secretary Julie Martin, Treasurer Laurie Brackenreg, Committee Members - Hal 
Ginges, George Winston, Roger Grealy, Anne Henderson, Denise Thorpe, Jane McQueen, 
Samzin Kalsang 
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The meeting was handed over to Kathie Herbert, Deputy Chairperson after confirmation of new 
office bearers. 
 
 
 
Membership subscription 
The membership subscription rate is to remain at $20 per person, $10 concession.  Approved 
Julie Martin/Pat Rayner. 
 
Appointment of an auditor 
Appointment of pro bono auditor Dominic Burke to continue. Approved Michael Morley/Hal 
Ginges. 
 
Vote of thanks to outgoing officers 
George Winston gave a vote of thanks to Michael Morley for his 15 years as Treasurer and 
presented him with a gift. 
Brendan Doyle gave a vote of thanks to Hal Ginges for his 5 years as Chairperson and 
presented him with a gift. 
 
General Business 
Hal Ginges recognised the contribution of Jim Tulip who passed away earlier in 2018, & offered 
a vote of thanks to Marie Standen for her long term contribution to BMRSG.  
Grant Medaris was thanked for his ongoing work helping refugees to find employment. 
 
 
Sub Committee members spoke about each group: 
Furniture - Denise Thorpe requested laptops and mobile phones.  
Tutoring - Brendan Doyle said English tutoring sessions for local Tibetans were proceeding 
slowly but surely.  
Villawood Visitors – Anne Henderson advised no new Villawood Visitors to be recruited till 
2019. 
Community Visitors – Kate Blakeney detailed 23 community visitors who mostly visit family 
groups, but also a number of male households who are separated from their families. 
Rural Australians for Refugees – BMRSG RAR representative Kathie Herbert advised that the 
2019 Conference be hosted locally by BMRSG. 
Lists for each Sub Committee were displayed on the wall and members were encouraged to join. 
 
Guest Speaker 
Roger Grealy welcomed Asad Ahmadi who is an Afghani refugee. Asad spoke movingly about 
his experiences in detention and of living in the community since his release.  He expressed 
thanks to members of BMRSG and others who have helped him adapt to his new life in 
Australia. 
 
The following reports were tabled at the meeting: 
-  Chairperson’s Report 
-  Financial Report 
-  Community Visitors Report 
-  Education and Advocacy Report 
-  Social Media Report 
 
 
 
 
Jane McQueen, Brendan Doyle (Secretary) 5/12/2018 
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Annual Report 2018-2019 
 

This last year has been an eventful one for the Blue Mountains Refugee Support Group. Throughout the 
year we have continued with our work of providing comfort and practical support to people seeking 
asylum, both those incarcerated in Villawood Detention Centre and those in difficult insecure situations 
in the community. We have continued to join other organizations speaking out about the unjust laws 
which keep people in indefinite detention and endless uncertainty in the community. 
 
Since the election there has been an increase in aggressive anti-asylum seeker action and rhetoric coming 
from the top level of government. This has led to increased depression, a sense of isolation and exclusion 
amongst refugees and people seeking asylum whom our visitors see in Villawood detention. One 
detainee said, “Why do Australians hate us?” Those out in the community are not able to settle or put 
down roots, as they aren’t given permanent visas, so it is harder to get jobs and they may be deported at 
any time. One guy said, “I am always worrying, what will happen next?” 
 
In the eighteenth year of our existence it is good, despite the setbacks, to remind ourselves of what 
keeps us going. Affirming each other and our contribution is where the building of a peaceful and caring 
society begins. This can easily be squeezed out by urgent demands, so today we are going to do some 
affirmation as we look at the activities of the past year. 
 
One of the most inspiring events this past reporting year was the launch of Behrouz Boochani’s book  “No 
Friend But The Mountains” with Megalong Books organized by Kathie. Interacting directly with Behrouz 
on Manus Island motivated us to continue working for a society of inclusion based on universal human 
rights and caring for the whole of humanity as against narrow selfish obsession with our own national 
interests. Thanks Kathie, Megalong Books, Shane Porteous for reading Berouz’s poetry and Paddy for the 
Irish bagpipes. The news that Dorothy Hoddinott AO has agreed to be Patron of our Group has added 
another layer of encouragement. 
 
We were energized throughout the year by events like The Spooky Men and The Daylight choir, the 
celebration of George’s appointment as Citizen of the Year, a bush dance, the fun Trivia night, TAFE 
lunches celebrating volunteers, several wonderful concerts at St Hilda’s and the list goes on. Each time 
we got together, enjoyed ourselves and raised money for our asylum seeker friends we also 
demonstrated what an open-hearted welcoming and compassionate society feels like. So I would like to 
affirm the fund raising team led by George Winston, Jude Finch and Judy Finn and all their helpers who 
organized raffles, stuffed envelopes, organized functions, manned stalls, collected money and sorted out 
computer program glitches. Especially we need to acknowledge the wonderful work done by Anthony 
Lupi who only joined the fund raising team this year and has revolutionized much of our online 
management of funds, helped our treasurer immeasurably and brought a host of brilliant strategies to 
the fundraising part of our work. This year we provided $52,000 worth of food vouchers, $16,000 worth 
of legal support, $16,000 worth of emergency support for people who had nothing to live on, $9,000 to 
help with rent and $5,000 for school needs. 
 
Different teams throughout this year have worked to make life better for refugees and people seeking 
asylum in our community and offshore.  Blue Mountains Refugee Support Group visitors go weekly to the 
detention centre at Villawood providing friendly faces and a break from routine. Their report is in your 
papers to read. Behind the scenes our co-ordinators negotiate with management and represent us with 
other agencies.  I would especially like to acknowledge Jackie Mayers who is relinquishing the co-
ordinator role and Anne Henderson who is taking it up. 
 
Our community visitor team, currently 20 volunteers, tirelessly provides support to families and single 
people in the community. Visiting, offering practical assistance with rent and bills, working with our 
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friends to sort out problems with rent, landlords, referral for help with visas, assistance with access to 
medical help and Centrelink problems. The co-ordinators Julie, Denise, Kate and Noeline deserve special 
thanks.  
 
As part of our support we have a Cars for Refugees project run by Roger from BMRSG, Shaun from 
Blaxland High School and his automotive students who help repair donated cars. Grant Medaris runs an 
employment project which tries to match refugees to employers. We have had a furniture project led by 
Denise, which has done wonderful work over the years fitting out houses. Now that project has moved to 
providing phones and laptops as fewer people are being released from detention. Small no interest loans 
are provided to some people as banks won’t lend to people seeking asylum. Another fun thing we do is 
the Youth Shoebox project co-ordinated by Jackie Mayers and the local schools and youth services. It 
gives children in our schools a chance to think of those who are doing it tough at Christmas and put 
together a small box of presents to make another person happy. 
 
Our commitment to a participative, open and inclusive society where strangers become friends and those 
who are vulnerable can find refuge and safety has been at variance with the direction of our national 
political leadership. The application process for visas is incredibly complex and changeable. Unjust laws 
have meant that refugees and people seeking asylum are not equal before the law. They can be put into 
detention if someone makes an untried charge against them and languish for years, while their family 
suffers.  They can be denied proper work rights or pay. I would like to affirm the work of Mike Howorth 
over the years in helping with these legal issues and Hal Ginges who this year has got involved in this too. 
 
The Tibetan community is a growing part of the mountains and working with them has brought much 
excitement as this community development approach is a new direction for our organization. BMRSG has 
been involved with developing a Tibetan Co-ordination group which has enabled the Tibetan community 
to interface with service providers, council and community groups and to assist community leaders with 
obtaining funding from various sources for cultural events. Samzin, a member of our committee has been 
heavily involved in these activities as well as co-ordinating a swimming program for Tibetan children 
funded by the Quakers. Samzin will not be continuing on the committee this year and we would like to 
thank her for her contribution and recognize all the work she puts into the Tibetan community. 
 
As part of the wider refugee and asylum seeker network, BMRSG has continued to report abuses in 
detention centres and the community as we observe them.  Our education and advocacy team works 
with others to try and change the hearts and minds of the broader community and gets us out on the 
streets for protests and vigils. Our social media team led by Pat Rayner has increased its reach as a news 
service and a tool for advocacy with some Facebook posts reaching as many as 10,000 as they are shared 
by other organizations, our newsletter keeps members up to date and our website provides information 
and linkeages to coming events, fund rasing and information. The letter-writing group faithfully works 
away every month never letting the politicians ignore issues and praising good actions. This work is vital if 
we are ever to see an end to the oppression of those we are working with. 
 

Rural Australians for Refugees 
 Our member Louise Redmond has been elected President of Rural Australians for Refugees (RAR) and 
Kathy Herbert elected the Vice president. BMRSG is hosting the 2020 National RAR Conference in July 
next year at the Hub in Springwood and preparations are well underway. We will be looking for 
volunteers to help on the first weekend in July 2020 and people who would like to billet interstate 
friends.  
This year has been a time of growth for the Hawkesbury Rural Australians for Refugees group led by our 
members Geoff and Sue Lattimore. The group has focussed on changing hearts and minds in an area of 
our electorate where the attitudes to refugees have not been positive. The group has grown and held 
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vigils, film nights conversations with Refugees and a musical evening. With forty on their mailing list they 
are making headway in a vital part of our electorate. 
 
Practical assistance would not be feasible without a good treasurer, a reliable secretary a minute 
secretary, a membership secretary and a backup finance sub-committee. We have been blessed with 
hardworking, committed people in all these roles. Could Laurie our Treasurer, Brendan our secretary, 
Jane Mc Queen our minute secretary, Eunice Goodberg our membership secretary, Julie Martin and 
Marie Standen our finance sub committee please stand so we can see you all and thank you 
appropriately. 
Brendan is standing down as our secretary and we would especially like to thank him for years of faithful 
service. 
 
 
Acknowledgements 
Thank you first to Springwood Uniting Church for your generosity and support in lending your venue to us 
for events throughout the year.  
Our organization is non-political and not aligned to any party but we are more than grateful to have 
political representatives at both State and federal levels who have hearts for the vulnerable in our society 
and are prepared to stand up for decent treatment of refugees and asylum seekers. Thank you Trish 
Doyle and Susan Templeman.  
Thanks to Dominic Burke our auditor who has once again checked our books. We are very thankful for his 
contribution. Thanks too to Mary Waterford and Suzie Van Opdorp for their facilitation of the planning 
sessions for the Management Committee which reminded us of all the great work so many people are 
doing. Thanks to Blue Mountains Council for your on-going support of activities that bring the community 
together and for the events we run. It makes a great difference. Thanks to Suzie Van Opdorp for once 
again spending a Saturday being our much appreciated returning officer. I know I have forgotten some 
but just remember everything you have done has contributed towards a more kindly welcoming 
community. Something we would all like to hand on to the next generation. 
 
Joy Connor 
Chairperson 
October 2019 
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Fundraising Report For 2018/19  
 
Major donation from Judith Neilson  
A donation of $50,000 enabled BMRSG to respond to urgent needs presented to us by asylum seekers.  
Teams 
Three teams have been operating: 
Raffle – Shirley Symons and Jill Hogwood 
Events – Jude Finch and Judy Pinn 
Mail appeals – Christine Cunningham and Mary Batty 
In addition, Rashid Mostafa has supported the teams with database and other computer help. It is 
important to recognise the efforts of regular volunteers at events: Sarah Daniel, Geoff Head, Geoff 
Walker and Susan Lammiman. Many other members have contributed in terms of cooking, preparing 
venues, selling raffle tickets, etc. We could not run events without these wonderful people. 
Raffle 
The raffle runs throughout the calendar year. The 2018 raffle raised about $7000. 
Mail appeals: Mail appeals were held in December. 
Appeal for legal funds: A special appeal for legal expenses for asylum seekers was conducted and was 
very successful. 
 
FUND RAISING EVENTS 2018/9 

Monika's stall in Leura 22 July 2018 

Orpheus Strings concert 12 August 

Julian Burnside Lunch 26 August 

Warrimoo Chorale 15 September 

Border Politics film at Mt Vic Flicks 21 October 

TAFE lunch 8 November 

Daylight choir & Voila choir 25 November 

BM City Band concert 9 December (raffle draw) 

Garage Sale 2 February 2019 

Kindlehill concert 31 March 

TAFE lunch 16 May 

Academy Singers 2 June 

Spooky Men and Daylight choir 16 June 

Staging Post movie Mt Vic Flicks 19 June 

Orpheus Strings 18 August 

Bush dance 21 September 

Ecopella concert 29 September 

Rock For Refugees 5 October 

Crowd Around, Pacopezants, Flamenco Vero 20 October 

Trivia night 26 October  

 
from George Winston: Team leader
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Villawood Visitors Report  
 
Weekly visits to Villawood Immigration Detention Centre continue. BMRSG has a team of up to 12 visitors 
on any visit. The environment, the nature of the detainees and their personal situations present ever-  
increasing challenges.   
 
We mainly visit men, from various countries such as Iran, Sri Lanka, Iraq, Myanmar, Fiji. Some have been 
re-detained, some are stateless, some have been transferred from Manus and Nauru or other onshore 
detention centres. Most are separated from families and face an uncertain future.  
 
Although the number of people in detention has stabilised, the average length of detention has increased 
to 416 days during 2018. Most of the people we visit have been in long-term detention between 2-10 
years. The average length of detention in Australia is much longer than in comparable countries such as 
Canada and the UK.  
 
The impact of detention on mental health continues to be our main ongoing concern. The increasing 
rules, regulations and restrictions are creating an atmosphere of punishment. The regularity of our visits 
creates opportunities to break up the boredom of routine; for contact with the outside world, and to 
show a caring face. We have been told how much our visits are appreciated as they demonstrate people 
in detention are valued and not forgotten. 
 
Little things can make a big difference. We share afternoon tea, goodies and news and often learn a lot 
about each other’s cultures.  Sometimes we can help with phone top-ups, as contact with lawyers and 
families is so vital.  We also help with occasional items of clothing as new clothes can be such a boost to 
wellbeing. The Christmas gift bags of toiletries that we put together are also very popular. 
 
During 2019, BMRSG was granted “Trusted Visitor” Status by the Department of Home Affairs. This new 
development has enhanced the visiting experience enormously. The easing of some restrictions each 
time we arrive has created a climate where relationships between visitors and staff are much more 
friendly and accommodating.   
 
Despite these changes, the overall climate for those we visit remains punitive and dehumanising.  The 
successful campaign to restore mobile phones is often referred to, as these are vital for people cut off 
from family and country. However, we often learn of major flashpoints around the use of restraints and 
handcuffs. Many people are handcuffed when attending medical appointments, court or being 
transferred between different detention centres. Unsurprisingly, they object to being treated “like a 
criminal” and some refuse to attend important specialist appointments, putting their health at risk.  A 
comprehensive report on Risk Management in Immigration Detention just published by the Australian 
Human Rights Commission makes interesting reading on this subject. It also contains some photos of the 
somewhat bleak interior living areas which we do not normally get to see. For more details see the Aust 
Human Rights Commission report “Risk Management in Immigration Detention 2019”.  
  
The experience of visiting in such a sad, soulless and challenging environment can have a profound effect 
on visitors’ well-being.  Mutual support, the professional debriefing through BMRSG, training from 
STARTTS and participation in networks such as Asylum Seeker Interagency (ASI) and Asylum Process 
Network teleconferences have all helped to counteract this.   

On a happier note, the team organised a successful picnic recently to catch up with people who had been 
in Villawood and who are now living in the community.  Several of the men drove long distances to 
attend and one even took a day off work to join us.  It was great to see some of those we had supported 
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previously now thriving and actively giving back to the community. It was a very happy gathering and it is 
hoped to have these more often. 

Community Visiting Report 

Currently there are about 20 active Community Visitors visiting families and single households.  Support 
ranges from fortnightly visits to telephone contact, either initiated by the Community Visitor or the 
person seeking asylum.  
 
As of June 2019 there were about 80 families/households being supported. Numbers vary as some 
families and individuals have moved out of Sydney to comply with the conditions of their SHEV (Safe 
Haven Enterprise Visa). The conditions specify that at least one member of the family works in a 
designated postcode area.  
 
We aim to provide friendship and practical support. The people we visit like the fact that we don’t ask 
lots of questions but accept them as they are.   
 
Practical support may be in the form of: 
o Help with rental bonds, rent, electricity and gas bills, visa fees, etc. 
o Back to School Allowance for uniforms, textbooks etc. 
o Nils loans (No Interest Loan Scheme) for those with the capacity to repay for unexpected expenses 

like medical and car repairs. 
o Help set up house. Now focused on supplying bedding, laptops and phones (all recycled) and 

sometimes essential new fridges and washing machines. 
o Financial support is taking pre-eminence in our service to our asylum seeker friends due to tougher 

government policies. 
 

Common financial issues are: 
o Inability to find four weeks rent up front, huge power and water bills due to poor maintenance and 

scams, unscrupulous real estate agents withholding bonds, legal visa applications/appeals and 
Centrelink being discontinued but no work rights (See Treasurer’s report for more details). 

The Community Visitor may also be asked to advocate on behalf of the people seeking asylum with real 
estate agents, utility suppliers and Centrelink. 
 
Jeba and Raj* obtained a SHEV and moved to rural NSW with their 
two young children, where they set up a market garden. They are a 
well motivated and independent family who were doing quite well 
until their crop, almost ready for picking, was destroyed by a flood. 
They had to replant and had no income as their Centrelink 
entitlement had ceased. They needed some financial assistance to 
pay their rent and feed themselves.  BMRSG paid a weekly amount 
for approximately 3 months. Their new crop is just about ready to be 
harvested. They sent us this photo together with their thanks. 
                                    *name, suburb and other details altered to protect identity 
 
Current Community Visitors 
We would like to thank all our hard working Community Visitors: 
Anne Henderson, Guy Power & Judy Lynch, Jackie Mayers,  
Kate & Mike Blakeney, Leona Kieran, Mike Howorth, Noeline Nagle, 
Penny Park, Rebecca Cooper, Robyne Reichel, Susie Craig,  
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Sulochana  Sribalan, Monika Mischke-Renner, Sue and Geoff Lattimore, Mary Cameron, Bev Pollard, 
Dianne Ellery, Liz and Percy Wong and Marion Davie. 
We welcomed Rebecca Cooper, Bev Pollard, Mary Cameron, Sue & Geoff Lattimore and Dianne Ellery to 
the team. We would especially thank Kate and Mike Blakeney for stepping up to help out with the 
coordination, as well as visiting many families. 
 
Acknowledgements 
We would like to acknowledge the 6 years of hard work by Jackie Mayers, single-handedly coordinating 
the Community visitors program and Noeline Nagle, the initiator of “Ocean 12”, winner of the National 
“Last Man Standing” cricket competition 2019, coordinator of the Children’s Learn to Swim Program and 
popular visitor who is stepping down for a well-earned retirement. 
Thank you to the following people who ceased visiting during 2018-2019 : Jane Parsons, Kathy Moran, 
Kellie Swain, Trish Stevenson, Alison Hey, Denise and Roger Hennessy, Ellen Webb.  
 
Community Visitors Coordinating Team:  Kate Blakeney, Anne Henderson, Julie Martin, Noeline Nagle, 
Denise Thorpe (October 2019) 
 
BMRSG No Interest Loans Help  
This financial year BMRSG Inc gave $3400 in Nils loans to four different refugees. Such loans make a huge 
difference to people’s lives. Ali* received several.   

Dear Julie  

 I’m Ali from Girraween.* I was in detention centre since 2009 to 2016.  When I was released with Bridging visa E50 
to community I couldn’t easily adapt to the expenses. And also I don’t have any financial support too. When I talked 
to Mr Mike, who introduced me The BMRSG’s interest free loan. The loan was released me the stress and fulfilled my 
immediate needs. I had got 3 loans from BMRSG and paid off as I promised. Thank you very much to you and all the 
team of BMRSG give the opportunity to the people who needs help and believed me and loaned me.  
 Again thank you very much and thanks Mr Mike to arrange the loan for me.  
 And also I wanted to share my happiness with you that I got a Baby girl.  It’s an amazing feeling.  
 Thank you very much again.    
Ali                                                     
                                                                                                     *name, suburb and other details altered to protect identity 

 

The Youth Shoebox Project 
 

The Youth Shoebox project is a joint project with schools, youth services and community organisations in 
the mountains and the nearby plains. It is a project by young people for young people, originally 
imagined by two inspiring young women from Winmalee High School. The project gives our young people 
the chance to welcome and support children from families seeking refuge and asylum, who might 
otherwise have a very lean Christmas. Now in our fifth year and with our partner, disability provider, 
Able2, we are close to tipping the 1,000th box mark, 
thanks to the bountiful generosity of Blue Mountains 
folk. 
 
Each year we witness what a huge difference the boxes 
can make to the lives of both giver and receiver. 
Watching the joy on someone’s face as they open a 
shoebox can be a very uplifting experience. The 
message of welcome alone, can have a powerful effect 



 12 

on someone who has experienced so much and is often the most treasured item in the box. 
 
All contributions are welcome, big and small.  We know we can count on a willing army of members 
when it comes to covering, collecting, checking and finally distributing them around Sydney and the 
Mountains in the run up to Christmas.    
  
If you would like to be involved or for further information see our Facebook page: Youth Shoebox Project 
or contact jackie@bmrsg.org.au.  Or susan@able2.net.au / 
 
J.M. 22.10.19 
 
 

 
Furniture 

 
For many years BMRSG provided a furniture service to the households supported by the group. As people 
came out of detention, a whole household of furniture was provided to help them establish themselves 
in the community. As whitegoods wore out, they were replaced. 
 
This service was generously supported by residents of the Blue Mountains who were keen to have their 
goods recycled in this fashion. It also involved volunteers from the community who coordinated, 
collected and distributed the furniture as it was requested through our Community Visitors. Furniture 
was stored in garages in Wentworth Falls, generously donated by two individuals, Philippa and Wendy. 
 
It was decided to cease providing this service this year as fewer and fewer requests were being made as a 
result of Government policy. There are no new people coming out of detention. 
 
Many thanks to all those who contributed goods and services to make this an invaluable resource for 
asylum seekers and refugees. 
 
We will continue to collect and distribute Smartphones and laptops and bedding. 
 
Denise Thorpe 
16/10/19 
 

 
Cars for Refugees 
 
This program has been running for about two years now. Under the supervision of Blaxland High School's 
Automotive Studies teacher Shaun Halden, students have continued to learn and work on donated cars. 
About 18 cars have been handed over to refugees and asylum seekers so far. 
 
Sometimes we receive a car that is registered & roadworthy and not in need of work so we pass it on 
directly without students seeing the vehicle. Once or twice we have been given a car that is either not 

worth repairing or too complicated and expensive for 
students to repair so we sell the car for scrap.  
 
In the vast majority of cases however the cars are in 
need of minor repairs and a good servicing and this has 
been done by students in Years 7, 9 and 11 
Automotive Studies.  

mailto:jackie@bmrsg.org.au
mailto:susan@able2.net.au
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The lucky recipients of these cars tell us what a difference it makes to their lives - e.g. they can get to 
work much more quickly, accept a job that once was too far away, take family members to doctors and 
shopping and even have family outings for recreation.  
 
We are always on the lookout for another donated car and for funds to assist in buying spare parts or 
even paying for green slips for those recipients who are quite poor.  
 
Recently the Cars for Refugees program was given a Humanitarian Award by STARTTS ( Service for The 
Treatment and Rehabilitation of Torture and Trauma Survivors) and the Refugee Council of Australia.  
 
The program is coordinated by BMRSG management committee member Roger Grealy, who said : " This 
is a great program to be involved with because the donors are happy that their old cars are going to such 
a good cause, the students learn about cars and refugees, the talents of a highly skilled teacher are being 
used and of course the refugees who receive a free car are happy. It is a win - win - win situation."  

 
Employment 
 
Efforts continued throughout the year to provide assistance to refugees and people seeking asylum to 
access employment. This involvement covered the preparation and updating of resumes; job search 
activities; canvassing; referrals and accompanying applicants to prospective employers. Collaboration 
with other service providers continued throughout the year and the group was again asked to participate 
in research looking into the provision of employment services for refugees.  
 
The employment market has significantly contracted so even more obstacles exist to make it hard for 
refugees to access employment. A downturn in a number of industries, particularly construction and 
retail, has seen men losing employment and then struggling to get re-employed. Many refugee job 
seekers lack formal qualifications and struggle to turn home-country work histories into a saleable 
narrative, and after years of casual employment in the cash economy many lack references. 
 
The situation faced by refugees with formal qualifications is not much better. They still face obstacles 
getting into employment because of the cost involved in having their qualifications recognised or 
because they have insufficient local experience. There are specialised services available and referrals 
were made. 
 
Despite the obstacles, employment was secured for a number of men and women. Others were provided 
with resumes and some gained valuable first hand exposure in making contact with employers. 
 
The group was contacted by employers looking to see if we could recommend people who they might 
find suitable for employment. This is a positive development but frustrating when unable to match 
refugees to the positions on offer.  
-  Grant Medaris 
 
The BMRSG is a positive influence for so many refugees. The Cars for Refugees Program helps to provide 
mobility and independence: the Nil Interest Loan Scheme helps with cash to cover training and 
certification and other one-off payments make it possible for many to overcome minor but difficult 
obstacles. Thanks to so many generous supporters we are able to respond quickly when necessary. 
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Working on English Skills 
 
It's difficult to quantify the amount of help with English that our volunteers provide to refugee and 
asylum seeker families and individuals. Every time our member volunteers visit a household, they discuss 
matters in English, assist with reading notices, filling in forms and so on. Members who regularly visit 
Villawood detention centre try to create a friendly, relaxed atmosphere by engaging detainees in 
conversation, or answer questions they may have about their everyday concerns. 
 
BMRSG is also fortunate to have members who are trained ESL teachers, or have had valuable experience 
working with speakers of other languages.  Over the past year, eight of our members have volunteered to 
give English tutoring to individuals or small groups, adults or schoolchildren.  Most have travelled to 
western Sydney to do this, in people's homes and sometimes in libraries. Others have worked with the 
Tibetan community in Katoomba. 
 
Some of this more formal teaching has continued sporadically, depending on the learners' work and 
other commitments.  Some has ceased or been interrupted for personal reasons. 
 
Louise Redmond, one of our experienced volunteers, had this story to tell about Vino, a Tamil woman:  
 
"I made contact through the community visitors with one woman (Vino) living in Westmead, in March.  
We agreed to meet at Parramatta Library and work together.  She asked to bring friends, Tamil women.  
We met at Parramatta Library for 1.5 hours up to Easter.  At the start of Term 2, we continued to meet at 
Parramatta Library, then they would come with me to Westmead Public School where I taught a 
beginners class at the Community Hub there, for 2 hours. ....  What worked well was the friendships. The 
women and their families came to our house one Sunday.  We keep in touch by messaging..." 
-  Brendan Doyle 
 
 

Community Development with the Tibetan Community  
 
The Tibetans in the Blue Mountains have developed a 
relationship with BMRSG, and having one of their community, 
Samzin, on the BMRSG committee has been an asset and 
appreciated by all. Young Tibetan women danced at the last 
AGM when she was elected. 
  

Tibetans want to work with BMRSG to assist their community to engage with the Australian Community 
and also to maintain their distinctive culture, which enhances the culture of the Blue Mountains. One of 
them has said they want help that will enable the Tibetan community to ‘stand on their own feet’ and be 
able to contribute. 
 
In 2015 more Tibetan refugees arrived in the Blue Mountains on humanitarian visas, which give access to 
Medicare and Centrelink benefits. They were families with children, single men and couples, and this was 
when BMRSG first became involved as supportive visitors and providing  furniture and household goods 
when needed. In the last two years Tibetans have started to arrive direct from India. The Tibetans have 
experienced trauma in Tibet and in refugee camps and many face complex problems in adjusting to 
Australian life.  Rental accommodation is difficult, and they stay with other members of the community 
until they can find something. Everyone helps one another. The Tibetan community in the Blue 
Mountains now has about sixty-two members including children, and these numbers are expected to 
grow.  
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BMRSG’s role is one of helping the Tibetan community connect with service providers, helping them get 
funding for community events and resources and assisting the Tibetan community with our local 
knowledge, skills and networks. 
 
The Blue Mountains Tibetan Coordination group was established with help from BMRSG. It began as a 
talking circle and now provides a structure which brings together the Tibetan community with decision 
makers in council, health, education and community services. It is now co-ordinated by Thrive. Kalsang 
Samzin, Kunchok Gyaltsen, Jigme Lhamo, Jane McQueen, Mary Waterford and Leona Kieran have been 
involved from the beginning. 
Some outcomes of this group have been: a needs analysis carried out by the Tibetan community with 
multicultural health; training for two Tibetan women to work as accredited interpreters in the Blue 
mountains; a designated doctor (Dr Sarah Kemp) who is available for the community and bulk bills; 
courses at TAFE and in Women’s Health. 
 
Cultural Events 
It is important for Tibetans-in-exile to celebrate Tibetan New Year (usually in February) and HH Dalai 
Lama’s birthday (around 7 July) each year and their Tibetan Uprising Day. Seeing the Tibetan flag fly 
outside the council chambers was a proud moment. Tibetan dress and food, singing, dancing and 
speeches add colour and depth to all our lives. Everyone is included especially Australian friends. BMRSG 
worked with the co-ordination group and the Tibetans to apply for funding for cultural events and for 
permission to use council spaces.  
Other Involvement:  
Kalsang Samzin and Brendan Doyle are matching BMRSG ESL teachers with those wishing to learn English. 
Assistance has been given to a few Tibetans to find rental accommodation and employment. Shoeboxes 
have been given to children at Christmas and a few have been offered ‘back to school’ vouchers. Several 
cars have been given through the Blaxland school car project.  
 
Acknowledgements 
We would like to acknowledge those who have worked hard on this community development work 
especially Kalsang Samzin, Leona Keiran, Jane Mc Queen, Mary Waterford, Trish Stevens, Wendy 
Laughlin, Monika Mischke-Renner and George Winston with employment. For those who participated in 
the Tibetan Coordination meetings and the Multicultural Health event for Refugee week: Kunchok 
Gyaltsen, Sherab, Jigme Lhamo (she now has her interpreter certificate and helped with the Needs 
Analysis), Yeshe Dolma, Dickey Drolkar, Lobsang, Pema, Tashi and Shelge.  
 

 
 
 
The Letter writing group 
 
The letter writing group meets on the second Thursday of each month. Reports of our meetings are 
relayed to the BMRSG newsletter each month and our local MP, Susan Templeman, is kept informed of 
what we do.  
 
We have several aims, the first being to ensure that issues surrounding asylum seekers remain on the 
political agenda and in the public gaze. Secondly, we advocate for a humane, nonpartisan approach to 
people seeking a safe haven. Thirdly, we address individual cases that have been referred to us. Finally, 
we acknowledge any positive actions taken by government agencies on behalf of asylum seekers. While 
our letters are generally addressed to politicians, we also write to newspapers on current issues and to 
other non-political people who may have done good work in their advocacy for refugees. 
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Our meetings begin with discussions surrounding agenda items and following up the replies we may have 
received from the previous meeting. One of the first items that arose in 2019 from our discussions 
regarding the deteriorating health of individuals held in both onshore and offshore detention was a call 
for an Independent Investigation into Immigration Detention. This issue is still one that we will pursue. 
 
The May election allowed us to dissect the policies of each party. We wrote letters of encouragement to 
Labor Shadow Ministers for embracing this approach and congratulated our local member, Susan 
Templeman, on her efforts in pursuing this solution. Because of the election outcome, this is an ongoing 
issue that we will continue to address in line with the RAR Campaign.  
 
Another related focus area this year has been to get answers concerning the amount of time refugees 
can expect to spend on Nauru and in PNG before being allowed to resettle safely in a third country. The 
responses from Minister Dutton’s office have not been promising. “People found to be refugees by the 
Government of PNG can settle in PNG. People found to be refugees by the Government of Nauru can stay 
in Nauru for 20 years.”  (Peter Dutton’s office, September 2019.) 
 
Related to the plight of these men is the Medevac legislation and letters have been written to cross 
benchers as well as Labor Shadow Ministers to stand firm on keeping the legislation as it now stands.  
 
Individual cases that have been referred to us concern asylum seekers who have been in precarious 
states of mental health and who face deportation or indefinite detention. Letters and emails have been 
sent to all members of the House of Representatives and Senate requesting they use their influence to 
lead to a positive outcome for these individuals. Some heartening results have been received in these 
cases. 
 
There is still much work to be done. The group is dedicated to changing the way politicians in particular 
view asylum seekers. We will continue to be the “squeaky wheel” to ensure that the plight of refugees 
does not become yesterday’s news and to show those in power that voters can influence policy. 
- Judy Reynolds Coordinator 
 

Education and Advocacy  
 
2019 has been another challenging year as refugees and people seeking asylum have once more been 
targeted by our leaders for callous treatment and rhetoric which is neither truthful nor respectful. The 
education and advocacy team have worked to change hearts and minds through education of the 
community and have spoken up for justice and compassion through letter writing, submissions, rallies 
and vigils throughout the year in step with our friends in the pro refugee movement. 
 
Education 
“Conversations with Refugees” was conducted in partnership with Sydney Alliance and the churches of 
the lower mountains in February this year. 200 people attended over the two days they were held. 
BMRSG gained many new members and attitudes to refugees were challenged. A lower mountains 
interchurch action group was formed and organized a forum on “Persuasive Conversations” with Uniting 
Justice and ASRC at Springwood Uniting. It was sobering to learn that arguing your point of view with 
someone who doesn’t agree with you actually strengthens their opposition! Who would have thought!  
Hawkesbury Rural Australians for Refugees continues to grow in strength with 40 people attending their 
“Conversations with Refugees”, a good turnout for “Persuasive conversations“ and several well attended 
events for Refugee Week and vigils. 
 



 17 

In partnership with Megalong Books we organised a book launch of No Friend But The Mountains by 
Behrouz Boochani, and we were able to interact with him on Manus via Skype. Shane Porteous read 
powerful extracts from the book. 
 

25 high schools in the mountains, Penrith, Lithgow and the Hawkesbury have received copies of the 
documentary “Staging Post” with lesson notes for teachers distributed by Guy Power and Geoff 
Lattimore. This was funded by the Quakers. This year we have spoken at Winmalee High, (Clavenda 
Bockari and Guy), Mount Druitt TAFE (Joy), George has spoken at Possum Child Care in Hazelbrook,  
Our Lady of the Nativity Primary School in Lawson Korowal School in Hazelbrook and Katoomba High, 
earning very positive feedback. Kathie and Joy spoke at the delightful Annual Portland Social Justice 
Dinner which was packed out with supportive people. 
 

For Refugee Week BMRSG hosted Muztafa Ali, Najina 
Ali and Jolyon Hoff and their families, the cast and 
producer of the documentary, The Staging Post. It was 
shown in schools and at Mount Vic Flicks. They held 
audiences at Penrith and Blaxland High schools and 
Mount Vic Flicks spellbound with the stories of escape 
from persecution as Hazaras in Afghanistan and stories 
of the school for refugees in Indonesia. 
 

Rallies 
Around 50 BMRSG members were part of the Palm Sunday March in the city, our members attended 
vigils in Sydney and at Minister Coleman’s office protesting about the treatment of the Biloela family. 
They had photos taken outside the minister’s office and with luminaries such as Craig Forster and Kristina 
Keneally.  BMRSG is working with RAR and all the major Refugee groups to help organize the Vigil to save 
Medevac on November 10 in Canberra from 6.30 at night until Monday morning.  
For the Jim Tulip Memorial Election Forum we collected candidates’ views on refugee policy and took 
out a half page in the Gazette so people knew what they were voting for. Unfortunately no reply from 
our liberal candidate was received. 
RAR     Louise Redmond, one of our members has been elected President of Rural Australians for 
Refugees and Kathie Herbert elected the Vice president. BMRSG is hosting the 2020 National Rural 
Australians for Refugees Conference and preparations are well underway. 
 
We have continued throughout the year to respond to requests for submissions and to send letters of 
concern on behalf of all our members to our politicians and the media . 
 
- Joy Connor, Guy Power, Kathie Herbert, Geoff Lattimore, Mary Waterford  
 
 

 
Social Media Report 2019 
 
BMRSG has a growing and effective media and social media presence. We work across the different 
platforms to provide a consistent message to the different groups who get their news from our 
newsletter, our Facebook page, Instagram @bmrefugee, Twitter @BMRSG1 and website   
http://www.bmrsg.org.au/  and to promote our events, send out calls for action, and inform.   
For many of our 3514 followers on Facebook and on Twitter we provide a news service on issues relevant 
to refugees. As fewer people read newspapers, many rely on social media for their news. BMRSG posts 
articles from online news sources which frequently report issues that do not make the mainstream press 
such as The Guardian, and often only behind a paywall, such as The Saturday Paper and Crikey.    People 

http://www.bmrsg.org.au/
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also access Facebook and Twitter to keep up to date with events, the work of BMRSG, current campaigns, 
writing to politicians, how to be involved and contact BMRSG through Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. 
As our posts are frequently shared by other organisations, we have had occasions when they have 
reached 10,000 people. 

In 2018-19 we supported online campaigns, with other refugee advocacy and interfaith groups such as 
the #KidsOffNauru campaign and the Medevac Bill. We are now campaigning to stop the repeal of this 
bill #SaveMedevac.     We are also supporting Cathy McGowan’s initiative to ask politicians Why Not New 
Zealand?  #toNZ .   There is a step by step guide for this campaign on our website bmrsg.org.au 
 
The website is running a series of articles on the diverse range of people who make up BMRSG under the 
heading Who Are We?     We are constantly working on the BMRSG website to make it more responsive 
to the users and to keep current with the changes in BMRSG such as the GiveNow fundraising campaign.   
The website also publishes research papers by Graeme Swincer and others, which are accessed by those 
representing people seeking residence permits and arguing why it is not safe to return people to their 
country of origin.  This year there have been updates on the situation in Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, Iraq and 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo.  
All newsletters are available on the website as are BMRSG’s submissions to Parliamentary Committees 
such as the recent submission against the repeal of the Medevac Bill.  
Our Twitter account @BMRSG1 is followed by 427, including groups such as Refugee Action Coalition, 
ChilOut, Welcome Australia and Grandmothers Against Detention of Children NSW.  All our Facebook 
posts go to Twitter and have been shared by many individuals and groups. 
Our Instagram account @bmrefugee is followed by groups and individuals.   There are some local groups 
of young people who use Instagram as their main form of social media and communicate with us through 
Instagram.    We are ever mindful of meeting the need of these groups. 
We put out the Newsletter twice a month to 740 supporters. 
  
I wish to thank some new volunteers who have updated some of the website content, to Craig Small from 
Small Web Development who provides ongoing technical support and is ever available for problem 
solving and Michael Lam from Cornerstone Digital for his technical support. 
We keep in contact with many other advocacy groups via social media and respond to requests from like- 
minded groups to promote relevant issues, petitions, stories etc. 
Social media is an important aspect of the work of the Education/Advocacy Group. 
 
Media 
We also write media releases for the local press, send the list of events to local community radio and to 
the Neighbourhood Centres across the Blue Mountains. 
Many thanks to all who have supported our social media sites, newsletter and website and who have 
provided content. Thanks especially to our journalist Kim Shaddick. 
 
- Pat Rayner, Social Media Coordinator 
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The Blue Mountains Refugee Support Group Inc 
 

For Financial Year Ending 30/06/2019. 
 
    ABRIDGED FINANCE SUMMARY – ($000’s) 

       
ACTIVITY    $K June Month $K Full yr to 30/6/2019 
 
FUNDS WE GOT            50          193 
 
FUNDS WE SPENT              7          117 
FUNDS WE GAINED           43            76 
 
BANK 
 
START MONEY IN BANK           57           74 
MONEY ADDED / (TAKEN FROM) BANK        43           76 
MONEY WE TRANSFERRED TO TERM DEPOSIT        -         (50) 
 MONEY WE ENDED UP WITH (in  WORKING A/C) BANK       100         100 
 
MAJOR ACTIVITY SUMMARY 
Funds we got; 
 Donations   Appeal/Tax      30            30 
     All Other    7       37         100       131 
 Concert   Academy S         3                               3 
     Spooky     7                  10        
     All Other     -       10            10          23 
 Raffle             1    
 8 

All other            2              31
  

Total             50             
193 
Funds we spent: 
 Refugee Support [ food vouchers etc]        3              52 
 Refugee Legal            -              16 
 Refugee emergency period support          2              16 
 Refugee Rent            -                9 
 Refugee School Needs          -                   5 
 All Other            2              19 
 Total             7            117 
Total Assets As At June 30th, 2019 
      Working Bank Account        100 

Term Deposit – maturing September 12th, 2019     50 
        Total Assets at Bank          150 
 L Brackenreg 
 Treasurer 6/7/2019 
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