
 
 

  

BLUE MOUNTAINS REFUGEE 

SUPPORT GROUP INC 

 

 

ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING 

and 

ANNUAL REPORTS 
 

2020-2021 



 
 

Blue Mountains Refugee Support Group| AGM 2021  

Agenda 

 
Saturday 13 November 2021, 2pm via Zoom 

 

Chairperson         Joy Connor 

Welcome 

Acknowledgement of country and expression of awareness and respect for 

traditional owners 

Apologies          

Acceptance of Minutes of the 2020 AGM      

Presentation of 2021 Annual Report     Joy Connor 

Acceptance of 2021 Annual Report                                                             

Presentation of 2021 Annual Financial Report   Laurie Brackenreg  

Acceptance of 2021 Annual Financial Report  

20th Anniversary of BMRSG 

 – acknowledgment of Marie Standen and Peggy Goldsmith  Joy Connor 

Election of Office Bearers – all positions declared vacant Suzie van Opdorp  

Handover to New Chairperson 

Set membership subscription for 2021-2022 

See motion below: 

“We propose a fixed flat rate membership fee of $20 per year.” 

Management Committee, 11 October 2021 

Vote of thanks to outgoing officers     Kathie Herbert 

           

Guest speakers:  

Esmat Noori: Esmatullah Noori (Esmat) arrived in Australia in 2016 after fleeing danger 

in Afghanistan. An active member of BMRSG, he has helped organise fund raising 

Afghan dinners and educated the community and politicians about refugee issues.  

 

Magdalene Konneh:  Magdalene is an asylum seeker currently residing in Sydney. 

She is originally from Sierra Leone, West Africa. Magdalene works as a sports 

journalist.  
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Minutes of the Blue Mountains Refugee Support 

Group Inc Annual General Meeting 

 
2pm Saturday 31st October 2020 on Zoom 

 
 
Welcome         Joy Connor 

 

Attendance 

 

Grant Medaris, Suzie van Opdorp, Joy Connor, Julie Brackenreg, Laurie Brackenreg,  

Penny Park, John Park, George Winston, Denise Thorpe, Roger Grealy, Marion Davie, 

Julie Martin, Anne Henderson, Brendan Doyle, Eunice Goodberg, Marie Standen, 

Noelene Nagle, Pat Rayner, Louise Redmond, Leona Keiran, Kate Blakeney, Mike 

Blakeney, Jane McQueen, Chris Shanley, Judith Reynolds, Helen Esmond, 

 
Apologies 

 

Hal Ginges, Judy Lynch, Guy Power, Mike Howarth, Kathie Herbert, Jean Winston, 

Mark Greenhill, Trish Doyle, Susan Templeman, Anthony Lupi, Sulojana Sribalan 

 

Presentation 2019 AGM minutes                                                            Joy Connor 

Acceptance 2019 AGM minutes  George Winston/Roger Grealy/Unaminous  

Presentation 2020 Annual Report                                Joy Connor 

Acceptance of 2020 Annual Report  Julie Breckenreg/Marion Davie/Unanimous 

Presentation of 2020 Financial Report          Laurie Breckenreg 

Acceptance of 2020 Financial Report    George Winston/Marion Davie/Unanimous 

 
 

Election of Office Bearers                                                                Suzi van Opdorp 

All positions declared vacant.  New office bearers for 2020/2021 are: 

Chairperson Joy Connor, Deputy Chairperson Kathie Herbert, Secretary Jane 

McQueen, Assistant Secretary Julie Martin, Treasurer Laurie Breckenreg  

 

Committee members:   

Brendan Doyle, Roger Grealy, Senthil Kassianan, Louise Redmond, Judy Lynch, 

Rebecca Cooper, Pema Choedon 



 
 

Blue Mountains Refugee Support Group| AGM 2021  

 

Membership 

No change to membership as fees currently cover administrative costs 

Membership subscription rate to remain @ $20 per person, $10 concession 

                                                      Laurie Breckenreg/ Mike Blakeney/Unanimous 

 

Thank you to Dominic Burke for being BMRSG honorary auditor 

Laurie Breckenreg/Kate Blakeney/Unanimous 

 

Vote of thanks given commending the contribution of Julie Martin, Jane McQueen, 

George Winston, Hal Ginges, Anne Henderson & Denise Thorpe over the past 12 

months.          

 

Guest Speaker 

Siva Sivaraga, Manager Ocean 12 Cricket Team  

 

Joy Connor 

 

 

Meeting closed @ 2.45pm 

 

 

Jane McQueen 31 October 2020  
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Annual Report 2020-2021 
 

 

 

2021 BMRSG Chairperson’s Report 

 

It is 20 years since BMRSG was formed out of the outrage we all felt at Australia’s 

refusal to obey the law of the seas and take in the refugees rescued by the Captain 

of the Tampa. At the time we all thought that Blue Mountains Refugee Support 

Group wouldn’t be needed for long at all. In the meantime we worked at changing 

hearts and minds and befriending affected refugees. Twenty years on and we could 

be forgiven for thinking that nothing has changed. Unfortunately, much still needs to 

be done in so many areas where insecure complex visas make life so hard and 

unjust laws oppress. It is especially so for those who, at this time, are trying to escape 

from Afghanistan and for their relatives here. 

If we thank one, we must thank all, and already we have a large report so thank you 

to everyone from our refugee and asylum seeker friends who inspire us with their 

resilience, our generous donors and everyone who has contributed time energy and 

skills to do such a great job. The reports from all our areas of work demonstrate the 

continuing commitment, energy and achievements of all the volunteers who make 

up our vibrant organisation. 

 

If you want to find out more or join us and get involved visit our beautiful 

new website at bmrsg.org.au  

 

The 14th Century mystic, Julian of Norwich, the first woman to write in English 

(although it took 5 centuries for her gender to be acknowledged) lived through 

famines, two devastating plagues that make the Covid pandemic look mild, as well 

as a peasant’s revolt which was brutally suppressed. Her oft-quoted blessing “All will 

be well and all manner of things shall be well” is only half of her blessing. She goes on 

to say “You shall be tempest tossed, you shall be work weary, you shall be 

discomforted but you shall not be overcome.” 

This last year our refugee and asylum seeker friends and our organisation have 

faced plenty of tempests, a great deal of work weariness and discomfort but 

amazingly we haven’t been overcome or squashed. 

 

Joy Connor 

Chairperson 
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Fund Raising Report and Events 2020/2021  

 

How much did BMRSG raise this year?   

Give Now Projects     $14,000 

Money from Foundations   $64,000 

May/June 2021 mail out    $37,000 

Membership      $7,000 

Raffle        $4,000 

Events      $11,100 

General donations     $96,900 

Total      $234,000  

 

This year COVID put a stop to fun events as diverse as an art show, several concerts, 

a film night and a book launch. Thanks to Brendan, Kathie, Roger, Laurie and Julie 

Brackenreg and Jude Finch for the effort they put in. We hope 2022 will see these 

things happen and we can have some more fun! 

We were able to have a great Christmas Party organised by Eunice Goodberg and 

Brendan Doyle, a fabulously successful auction, a lunch and an inspiring talk from 

Jane Caro organised by Roger Grealy which 

raised $5,100. Thanks so much to all those 

who helped make this possible. We also had 

a wonderful pre-Christmas garage sale 

thanks to Susan and Peter Lammiman and 

Kathie Herbert which raised $4,000 and a 

tool sale by Peggy Goldsmith’s family which 

raised $2,000.   

This year we have depended on our 

on-line platforms to let our supporters 

know what was going on, to ask for 

donations and for fundraising events. 

The technical and design work behind 

the scenes takes a great deal of time 

and expertise even though Pat Rayner 

makes it look effortless!  

Our Fund-Raising Consultant Kim Brislane has been invaluable in keeping us focussed 

on thorough, regular reporting. Thanks to Judy Lynch and Rebecca Cooper whose 

record keeping contributed up to date statistics and stories which demonstrated our 

work.  
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Pat Rayner, our media co-ordinator, has worked tirelessly to ensure that our narrative 

celebrates the resilience of asylum seekers while giving them a voice as we report 

stories of resilience and courage enabled by our work. Our success with grant 

applications has been underpinned by a relevant and informative web page which 

has contributed to our reputation as an organisation which is reliable, accountable 

and effective. One large trust looked at our website 6 times before deciding to 

award a grant. 

Jill Hogwood took on the challenge of running an online raffle this year, no mean 

technological feat for her and the ever-resourceful Pat. She was hugely successful 

with a return of $4,000. Thanks Jill. 

A local radio interview with Pema Choedon generated a weekly hour on local radio 

for BMRSG through August which Pema introduced and which featured the work 

around visitors, computers, cars, phones, computers and Youth Shoe-box, to name 

but a few. The interest generated much needed online donations and some great 

recordings for the website. 

The mail out and grant writing team of Joy Connor, Jane McQueen, Eunice 

Goodberg and Kathie Herbert got the May mail-out done at last and are looking 

forward to the new data base. Thanks Julie Martin! Thanks too to George Winston for 

his work on the October 2020 mail out. We are thrilled to have Barbara Barnard, Jill 

Hogwood and Jill Gillespie join our team and look forward to their contribution. 

Our grant applications to the Mercy Foundation, Santalum (through Australian 

Philanthropic Services) and the Judith Nielsen Foundation were successful. Thank you 

to all these organisations, the Wellspring Community and the very generous Ian 

Watson Foundation.  

Community organisations such as our Blue Mountains Food Co-op have been more 

than generous, The Food Co-op give a percentage of profits to BMRSG every month 

and local Faith Communities regularly support our work. Our grateful thanks to them.  

Thank you to all our big-hearted donors who keep on surprising us with their 

generosity. 

Thanks to our regular donors who faithfully donate every month. Your donations may 

not be large, but together you are mighty and allow us to promise weekly rental 

assistance to people who would otherwise be very insecure. 

Altogether, despite the difficulties, fund-raising went well and a great 

many people were able to thrive, not just survive with help for rent, food, 

money for training, legal assistance, computers, phones, cars, school 

uniforms, low interest loans. The list goes on.  

Joy Connor  

Chairperson 
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Volunteer Visitors Report 

 

Community Visitors  

The end of 2020 saw the welcome re-establishment of home visits for community 

visitors. However, the current outbreak of the Covid 19 pandemic in Sydney has yet 

again significantly impacted life for refugees / those seeking asylum, and the 

support offered by community visitors. Many of those supported by community 

visitors have faced unemployment, the possibility of homelessness and a lack of 

income support during past months. Home and face to face visits have been 

replaced by zoom catch-ups, texts, emails and phone calls. BMRSG have 

continued, and indeed in some cases, increased support in the form of rental 

assistance, additional food vouchers, ‘back to school’ uniform supports, laptops and 

regular financial transfers.  

Community visitors have been an important resource to support people 

emotionally and practically, for example, accessing vaccination / testing 

clinics, emergency relief payments from the government / voluntary sector 

agencies, and food parcels.  

Emotional support has been vital where the pandemic has significantly impacted 

mental health, and for some families, their physical health after testing positive for 

Covid 19.  

Community visitors were able to meet in person in March 2021. This provided a 

welcome and important opportunity to debrief and support each other, especially 

regarding Covid related issues. The current lockdown has once again put a halt to 

visitor meetings for the time being.  

An audit of community visitor support was undertaken in early 2021. This was to 

ensure data was accurate regarding the numbers of individuals / families that 

community visitors have contact with, and the support provided.   

This audit revealed that BMRSG community visitors currently support 

approximately 68 households, 41 of whom are families, giving a total of 

approximately 205 individuals.  

Community visitors are invaluable in so many ways – the practical and emotional 

support they provide to so many, and the wealth of information they hold being 

important examples of this.   

The Refugee Support Subcommittee continues to develop and co-ordinate support 

for community visitors and the refugees / people seeking asylum they have contact 

with. The subcommittee reviews cases where necessary and makes 

recommendations to the Finance Subcommittee for individualised financial support. 

This promotes the equitable distribution of funds and support. The subcommittee 

feeds into the management committee. This ensures that recurrent and emerging 

themes and issues for visitors are addressed at an organisational level.  
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In the light of the recent and significant Covid outbreak in NSW, the Refugee 

Support Subcommittee has actively reviewed public health information relevant to 

volunteers and those they visit. This has been disseminated in a timely and 

appropriate manner. It has included the recommendation of the cessation of home 

visits during the lockdown period, and also information regarding vaccination clinics 

and emergency financial assistance packages.  

Priority continues to be given to people previously known to BMRSG and a 

temporary freeze remains on accepting new referrals. This has enabled BMRSG to 

appropriately manage and distribute funds among a known number of refugees 

and people seeking asylum. This policy will be reviewed again once current 

restrictions end. 

As our visitors were not permitted to travel to lockdown areas, the Refugee Support 

Subcommittee recommended that a donation be made to two agencies working 

directly with refugees and people seeking asylum on the ground in Western and 

South Western Sydney (JRS and House of Welcome). This has ensured extra financial 

assistance in these areas to those who have needed support at this extremely 

difficult time.  

Judith Lynch and Rebecca Cooper 

 

Villawood Visitors  

The volunteer visitors provided Christmas gift packages to approximately 25 

detainees in the Villawood Detention Centre. These included toiletries and items of 

clothing. Some of the detainees this year had just 

come off Nauru and were desperately needing 

warm track suits and shoes so we managed to 

get these in to them and began getting to know 

them through email and messages. When they 

were released into community detention, 

Villawood visitors continued to visit these 

households as we were not visiting the detention 

centre.   

The visiting was initially suspended and then 

plastic cubicles were introduced for the 

detainees to sit in while visitors spoke through the 

grating for one hour. It was very prison- like and 

initially people just said “don’t come it is too 

miserable”. However eventually the cubicles 

were taken away but it was still not the usual 

social event it had been earlier. Only two visitors 

commenced visiting in 2021 and they often found people were too depressed to 

come out. We provide phone recharges to people in detention so they can stay in 

touch with family and friends. These are now managed by Silvia St Clair on a 

monthly basis. 

In March all the Villawood visitors attended training with the NSW Service for the 

Treatment and Rehabilitation of Torture and Trauma Survivors (STARTTS) on working 

with people experiencing trauma. A roster was organised for staying in touch with 
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people in detention. This contact was made by phone calls, social media, sending 

birthday cards, photos of gardens and posted notes to keep in touch. This has made 

a difference. 

As one man said: ”when I get a message or a photo or a card  from 

someone from Blue Mountains I know that someone cares and I haven’t 

been forgotten” 

 Hal Ginges has been able to give legal assistance to several people in detention. 

One man accused of a serious crime was assisted to get legal help and was found 

not guilty on all counts and is now in the community. Another case is ongoing.  

BMRSG was able to get publicity for the lack of vaccination and 

appropriate COVID safe practices inside Villawood and people are 

gradually being vaccinated; however more culturally appropriate 

education about vaccination is needed. 

BMRSG is joining with other organisations requesting that people be released from 

detention unless there is a danger to others and that authorities reinstate social 

visiting which is vital for people’s mental health. The effect on morale of no personal 

contact with family and friends continues to take its toll. 

Joy Connor 

Acting Villawood Co-ordinator  
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The Youth Shoebox Project 

 

The Youth Shoebox project will be in its seventh year in 2021. It’s a collaborative, feel-

good project with schools, youth services, individual families 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 offers the chance to welcome and support children from 

families seeking refuge and asylum, who might otherwise have a very lean Christmas 

on top of this very challenging year. 

Working together with our partner, disability provider Able2, we had a record year in 

2020.  

Despite the restrictions of Covid-19 we collected and distributed a record 

418 boxes to refugee families in Western Sydney and the Mountains in 

2019. This makes a fantastic grand total of 1510 boxes since we began.  

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. Seeing shoeboxes being handed out to 

the foodbank clients of one of our partner organisations, was also a humbling 

reminder of the continuing need for practical and social connections of this kind. 

The message of welcome alone can have a powerful effect on someone and is 

often the most treasured item in the box. Whether they are newly arrived or have 

been here for a while it is an important acknowledgement that those seeking asylum 

or refuge here in Australia, are seen and not forgotten.   

All contributions are welcome, big and small, whether it’s a completed box, a single 

item, a message, some wrapping paper or a donation towards these.   Hopefully 

with restrictions due to ease, we will again be able to use our willing army of 

members and community visitors when it comes to covering, collecting, checking 

and distributing the boxes in the run-up to Christmas.    

If you would like to be involved or for further information, see our 

Facebook page: Youth Shoebox Project, contact jackie@bmrsg.org.au  or 

sue@able2.net.au  

Here are just some of the many boxes ready for distribution and a rare example of a grand shoebox 

opening.  

                 

about:blank
about:blank
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Social Media Report    

 

We have developed a new website https://bmrsg.org.au.  Our previous website was 

developed in 2014 by Craig Small from Small Web Development.   While this website 

adapted to meet the changing needs of BMRSG and social media requirements it 

was time for an upgrade.   Michael Lam from Cornerstone-Digital offered to develop 

a new site and host it.   This was a 2 year major undertaking which resulted in the 

development of a new logo and branding as a forward step towards increasing our 

online advocacy and fundraising.  Much had changed in the seven years of the 

previous site. 

We thank Craig Small for his work, constant support and advice. 

We continued to 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 online events, send out calls for 

action, and inform.   

For many of our 4300 followers on Facebook and on Twitter we provide a 

current news service on issues relevant to refugees, as many rely on social 

media for their news.  

Many articles on refugee issues are published in online media such as Guardian 

Australia, Crikey, Pearls and Irritations and Eureka Street and we post relevant 

articles from these online sources to widen their audience.   People also access 

Facebook and Twitter to keep up to date with breaking news, events, the work of 

BMRSG, current campaigns, writing to politicians, how to be involved and contact 

BMRSG through Facebook, Twitter and Instagram.  

We have continued our relationship with students from Penrith Senior High School, 

Kindlehill High School and Katoomba High School using Instagram.  Videos and 

posters submitted to the BMRSG/RAR Poster and Video Competition have been 

posted on all platforms.  Many students are now following our posts. 

Due to COVID one of our major fundraising events, the Raffle again went online 

which raised $4,161.78. 

We ran four GiveNow campaigns including Santa’s Little Helper which raised funds 

to provide Christmas packs of toiletries, tracksuits etc for men in Villawood Detention 

Centre, and Pledge a Roof over their Heads, to raise funds towards the increasing 

requests for rental relief.  In total GiveNow raised $14 000 in 2020-21.     

We put out the Newsletter twice a month to 926 supporters. 

I wish to thank our volunteers who have updated some of the website content, 

Marion Davie and Susan Robbins, to Julie Brackenreg and Christine Mifsud for taking 

over Facebook and the newsletter and also Kim Brislane for her advice re the 

development of the logo, branding and website. 

about:blank
about:blank
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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. 

Pat Rayner  

Social Media Coordinator 
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Phones, Tablets and Computers  

 

The roles of collecting phones, tablets and computers have been separated. 

Robert Foster (phones@bmrsg.org.au) collects and distributes Smartphones and 

Tablets (mostly iPads). We are most fortunate to have the services of Merren Dargan 

(computers@bmrsg.org.au), with a background in computers, to collect and 

distribute computers, mostly laptops.  

In the last year many phones and iPads have been 

collected and sent on to refugee families. These 

have been used by individual refugees, plus 

refugee families, parents and children. For the 

children, a phone can give extra freedoms as 

parents can be in contact with them when they 

are away from home. With today’s young a 

Smartphone can also be an entry into the teenage 

social club.  

During the lockdown, phones and iPads have had 

increased importance in communication outside 

the house.  

School students learning at home have also 

been able to make use of iPads and 

computers that have been supplied. 

We have also assisted refugees in detention in Western Australia by sending over a 

dozen phones (with SIM cards) to the refugees there. As you can imagine the 

importance of a Smartphone is amplified by those in isolated Detention Centres. We 

will be sending more there as donations are forthcoming. 

Hopefully more phones and tablets will be donated. These come in trickles 

and are checked out before passing them on. We do ask that donated 

phones (iPhones and Androids) be under 5 years old. 

Robert Foster 

 

 

  

about:blank
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Cars for Refugees  

 

During the last 12 months refugees have been able to access cheap food, get to 

jobs easily and even start a business with the help of our Cars for Refugees Project.  

By recycling cars with the help of generous local businesses, mechanics, a tow truck 

owner and the donations of used cars more than 40 refugees, have over the life of 

the project received their own cars. Often these are shared between several 

households.  

BMRSG provides the cost of spare parts needed for repairs etc. 

COVID and staff changes have meant that the motor maintenance students at 

Blaxland High have not been able to be involved but plans are afoot for their 

involvement to continue. 

The small business of reclaiming useful parts for cars which are going to the wreckers 

begun by two refugees has been affected by COVID and the difficulty of getting 

deliveries. The list of those interested in getting cars in reasonable order is long. 

We are always looking for cars so if you or anyone you know has a car 

they no longer need please contact me at rgrealy77@bigpond.com.  

We always have refugees waiting for cars and we have someone who is 

happy to pick up old cars and take them to his workshop for dismantling.  

 

Roger Grealy  
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Employment Report  

 

Despite the leaden effect of Covid19 restrictions on employment the past twelve 

months have been a busy period.  

Of the 170 refugees and asylum seekers who have had resumes created, 

or who have shared their resume, a number were back in contact to have 

their resumes up-dated or to request assistance to locate new employers. 

Initial contact with people looking for work often involves talking through the issues 

that act as barriers. The vast majority of job seekers are on indefinite and temporary 

bridging visas which act to restrict opportunities. Such visas attract no 

commonwealth or state funding for training which further restricts opportunities. 

English language unfamiliarity is a further barrier. Compounding these issues is the 

fact that many job seekers do not have formal training or trade certificates – many 

can work at significant trade levels but getting a start without skills evidence is 

difficult. 

It is not uncommon for refugees and asylum seekers to reject jobs offered by 

employers sourced through BMRSG because they regard the starting salary to be 

too low when they factor in tax payments. Too frequently they opt for higher paying 

work under dubious employment relationships where they can earn considerably 

more. This is understandable when their need to support family overseas is 

considered. Moving out of this sphere of employment presents other challenges. 

Often short-term considerations provide the most compelling reasons to accept 

work in occupations with poor and unsafe working conditions. 

Considerable time was spent following a lead that abattoir jobs were on offer at 

Singleton. Refugees and asylum seekers were advised about the opportunity and 

interest sought. This opportunity was shared with Regional Opportunities Australia 

and the Parramatta Community Migrant Resource Centre. Contact with the 

employer revealed a willingness not only to consider applications but to simplify the 

selection process by conducting interviews over Zoom. The employer also offered to 

provide accommodation for up to three months. The local council was contacted 

to see if any assistance could be provided and signs were very encouraging. Four 

men were interviewed and all were offered employment contracts but all declined 

to proceed. 

There was significant contact from refugees needing to move to regional areas to 

satisfy the retirements of their Safe Haven Enterprise Visa (SHEV). Apart from utilising 

the services of Regional Opportunities Australia, trying to assist these men involved 

extensive regional research. Previous efforts to place workers in regional fruit picking 

jobs has been unsuccessful because pay and conditions have been unsatisfactory, 

with most opportunities only available through employment contractors. Placement 

of refugees with individual employers proved too difficult a task – employers did not 

want to bear any costs with relocation expenses; there was too much uncertainty 

over the commonwealth relocation grant of up to $6000 because of bureaucratic 

requirements; and, competition from skilled migrants. 

The obstacles confronting people on bridging visas are overwhelming.  
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Thousands on temporary visas receive no commonwealth financial 

assistance to find employment or to meet the basics of life. They don’t 

qualify for funded training programs and are not eligible to undertake 

formal traineeships or apprenticeships. If they find work they are forced to 

accept casual jobs with low pay, poor conditions and uncertainty over 

their tenure. They have no workers compensation coverage and no one 

to complain to if they are treated unfairly. 

Recently an employer who took on multiple refugees way back in 2012 was back in 

contact to see if men were available for employment. Regrettably Covid19 

restrictions limited the choice of who could be contacted. 

The good news is that a number of people who have directly been 

employed through the efforts of the BMRSG remain employed, many with 

their initial employer and in some cases they have gone on to become 

permanent and some attained more responsible positions.  

Many refugees and asylum seekers who have been assisted but not directly 

employed as a result of our efforts nevertheless have gone on to find their own 

employer through their own networks. It is encouraging when they return to have 

their resumes updated because they want to try to improve their current situation. 

 

Grant Medaris 

 

One of our clients was successfully linked to the Bread and Butter Project  
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Working on English Skills Report 

 

Face-to-face tutoring in English language skills over the last 12 months has been 

impossible because of the ongoing Covid pandemic restrictions.  A large number of 

refugee and asylum seeker households have also missed out on the invaluable 

speaking practice that our Community Visitors normally provide, by discussing 

everyday matters in English, helping people to find work, negotiating with Centrelink, 

filling in applications forms, and so on.  Formal TAFE English classes also ceased.                               

Some of our visitors worked around this situation in imaginative ways.  

Noeline Nagle, who had started a Tamil Women’s walking and chatting 

group, found six volunteers from BMRSG to take one-on-one conversation 

classes online using Zoom or Facetime.  

 The women involved all had children and so it also helped them converse in English 

with their kids. 

Likewise, our ESL-trained tutors have had to come up with other ways of continuing 

the work they had been doing with refugee families prior to Covid.  One volunteer 

tutor commented:  

“As we all struggle through this last long lockdown it has been more and more 

difficult to maintain English lessons.  I bought a good basic grammar book intending 

to adapt it and work through it methodically but there is no substitute for face-to-

face instruction and without oral preparation and explanation I decided that this 

would be counterproductive for a beginner student. We did do a lot of exercises 

using text messages for a while but the student’s phone often didn’t have enough 

credit. So we sometimes speak briefly and send short text greetings.  These simple 

contacts have been important I think for both of us.” 

Mountain Mentors is a recent initiative of a small group of BMRSG members whose 

aim is to assist Tibetan families, especially more recent arrivals living in the 

Katoomba-Leura area, to resolve many everyday problems while increasing their 

confidence in using English. 

In one family, the mother wanted help with English but was restricted, with a 

newborn baby and a young child.  An MM member had some weekly conversation 

sessions, but these were limited with the new baby.  MM used this family’s situation to 

advocate to TAFE for provision of different ways of delivering English language 

classes for Tibetans in the community.  These are still in progress but there are 

promising signs that tailor-made small group classes in the community will increase 

options for family members who are unable or unready to attend formal TAFE 

classes. 

Before Covid, there was also an active English language programme set up by 

BMRSG regular visitors to the Villawood Detention Centre, including sitting in a group 

around a table to chat and bring up any problems or needs of the detainees.  

Fortunately, Villawood visitors have been able to stay in touch regularly with 

detainees by phone and internet. 

Brendan Doyle 
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BMRSG Education and Advocacy Report  

 

Video competition and work in schools 

During 2021 our in-school activities were severely curtailed by COVID restrictions.  

A highlight was a visit to Winmalee High to talk to a group of Year 8 students about 

their entry into our video competition. Other, earlier visits were made to John 

Wycliffe and to Kindlehill to present prizes to last year’s competition winners. George 

and Pema visited Kindle Hill where Pema shared her story of escaping from Tibet 

over the mountains as a teenager after she was targeted for protesting about the 

banning of Tibetan in schools. Brendan and a young refugee spoke at Blue 

Mountains Grammar. 

  

In terms of the Video and Poster Competitions, we contacted 40 local schools 

directly with details, as well as more broadly through the Geography Teachers 

Association. Sadly, COVID lockdown intervened and entries have been received 

from only 4 schools, but happily, one of these is a school which hadn’t entered 

before. Judging is about to take place. Many schools apologised, citing COVID 

disruptions to their year. 

We’ve kept contacts alive in many schools, so hopefully 2022 can only be 

better.  

Guy Power 

 

Letter writing group 

Letters this year focused on several key issues. The media attention given to the 

Murrugappan family from Biloela was preceded and followed up by an ongoing 

letter writing blitz to Minister for Immigration, Alex Hawke. Other issues included 

freeing the Medevac asylum seekers from hotel detention, acceptance of the NZ 

offer for asylum seekers on Nauru, increased financial support, the cost of detention 

and the plight of people fleeing Afghanistan. We often follow the lead of the 

Australian Refugee Action Network (ARAN) letter writing group with whom I meet 

monthly.  
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We held a successful street stall during Refugee week hours before lockdown where 

we managed to gain over 200 signatures on a petition organised by Bellingen RAR 

asking for a commitment from Labor to developing a more humane policy 

regarding refugees and asylum seekers. We also sent off hundreds of postcards 

signed by the public asking the relevant government ministers to accept the NZ offer 

and provide more financial support for asylum seekers released into the community. 

Our group recently met via Zoom to respond to the #actionforafghanistan 

campaign and 25 letters were written and sent asking that the government increase 

its intake to 20,000 refugees. This will be an ongoing campaign.  

Members are encouraged to write to the newspapers and continue to 

apply pressure on both sides of Government to follow a humane and 

principled approach to refugee issues. 

Judy Reynolds 

  

Media 

We have had good support throughout the year from The Guardian, The Saturday 

Paper and Blue Mountains Gazette with many articles and letters published. In 

September we had 3 pages in BMG devoted to Esmat’s story about his mum 

escaping Afghanistan.   

In December the Shoebox Project had 2 articles published and the story of Pema 

and George’s visit to Kindlehill was published in April. Letters by some BMRSG 

members were also published in the SMH in 2021. 

Pat Rayner, Media Co-ordinator 

 

Campaigns 

BMRSG has actively taken part this year in the many campaigns such as Back to 

Biloela, Time for a Home, Accept NZ and Action on Afghanistan run by the refugee 

sector, particularly those featured by ARAN, Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA), 

Asylum Seeker Resource Centre 

(ASRC), Amnesty and Rural Australians 

for Refugees (RAR) and there has 

notably been an increase in co-

operation between groups so we are 

collectively campaigning on the same 

issues at the same time. 

We have a presence on many sector 

committees and groups, such as the 

ARAN Letter Writing Group, Sydney 

Alliance, RCOA, Asylum Seeker 

Interagency, NSW Multicultural Health 

(Nepean), RAR Campaign Committee 

and The National RAR Detention Group. 
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Highlights 

• BMRSG participated in the Sydney Palm Sunday Rally in March whilst also 

having a presence with placards and banners on the GWH at Lawson, thanks 

to the Samaritan Sisters lending us their fence in a prime spot to catch the 

traffic. 

• Refugee Week was a rather subdued affair due to Covid-19 restrictions, 

however the Blue Mountains Food Co-op in Katoomba displayed our banner 

in Ha’penny Lane, along with leaflets and a donation box for 2 weeks over 

that time and the letter writing group had a stall. Many local churches held 

special services around refugees in that week too. 

• BMRSG made a submission to Labor 4 Refugees as part of the Labor Party’s 

National Conference in December. 

• BMRSG’s Brendan Doyle and Kathie Herbert took 3 refugees, who are part of 

our visiting program and have been in detention for 8 and a half years (6 on 

Nauru), to meet with their local MP Julie Owens, the member for Parramatta. 

It was a very profound and emotional experience for Julie to hear their stories 

and she promised to do all she can to advocate on their behalf. We also 

hosted these men for a weekend in the mountains, an experience that 

certainly put a much needed smile on their faces and was a wonderful 

experience for our members involved. 

• In September Susan Templeman, our local member, hosted a zoom meeting 

with Kristina Keneally and invited some of the MC to be present. 

• Our continuing good relationship with the local community of Tibetans is 

thriving, despite the constraints of lockdown. 

This year relentless advocacy to politicians by all refugee support groups 

including BMRSG, led to a big win in the second lockdown. State and 

Federal Government introduced long needed weekly support packages 

for people on temporary visas who had lost work due to COVID 

restrictions. 

Unfortunately, it didn’t work for everyone as many of our refugee friends were 

not able to demonstrate approved employment as they operate in the 

informal economy.  

 

• Another win, after months of lobbying, was the release of most of the men 

brought to Australia under the Medevac scheme. These men had been in 

detention in crowded hotel rooms (Alternative Places of Detention, APODS) in 

Melbourne, Brisbane and Darwin.  They are still in detention in the community 

with limited freedom to move around, volunteer, do training or work. A 

number are still locked up in hotel rooms in APODS. 

 

Kathie Herbert 

Deputy Chair person 
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BMRSG Law Report  

 

Over the last year we have continued to monitor the progress of the cases of several 

asylum seekers, who have been refused visas.    Because of the lockdowns, 

however, very little has occurred.  We have been assisting a family and a single 

man, whose cases are before the Federal Court in Melbourne, where their last 

directions hearings were in mid 2020, and who are awaiting further dates for the 

advancement of their applications.    We have a similar situation for a family waiting 

for their appeal against the refusal of protection visas to be listed at court in Sydney, 

and a family awaiting a response from the Minister to an application for the exercise 

of ministerial discretion against the dismissal of an appeal.    We have another 

ministerial application to make for a single man.   In the meantime, all of these 

persons continue to live in the community, some with work rights and others 

dependent upon continuing financial, practical and emotional support from BMRSG 

Inc. and other individuals and community groups. 

One of our cases has attracted significant publicity and media attention.    

We have been assisting SI, a refugee who arrived here as a young man in 

2010 and who has been held in detention ever since, mainly at Villawood 

Detention Centre.  

He has most recently been confined to a windowless cell under 24-hour camera 

surveillance, because he was identified as a close contact of a guard who 

contracted COVID-19. 

SI has made several applications for a protection or safe haven visa, all of which 

have been rejected for the technical reason that he does not have a 'receiving 

country'. His parents  were from north Africa, he was born in Spain, spent time in an 

orphanage, wandered throughout France and northern Europe, was used by 

criminal syndicates and remained in Norway for several years before flying to 

Melbourne in search of safety and a home. Australian law requires our government 

to determine whether a person is a refugee on the basis of whether there is a real 

risk of serious harm in the person's receiving country if the application is refused. 

Norway has been identified as the receiving country, and there is no evidence that 

SI would be in danger from the authorities if he were returned there. But SI is not a 

Norwegian citizen - he is stateless - and Norway refuses to accept him.    Australia 

has left him languishing in detention. 

I represented SI in a hearing before Judge Humphreys of the Federal Circuit Court in 

December 2020.    His Honour delivered his judgment in January 2021. Although he 

did not find that there had been jurisdictional error in the decision to refuse SI a visa, 

His Honour made the following impassioned concluding remarks:   

"Whilst it might be easy to simply deal with this matter on the strict legal issues raised, 

it is appropriate that the Court make a number of further comments.  The applicant 

is, and remains, in a state of limbo, having failed to meet the criteria for the grant of 

a protection or any other visa over a 10 year period.   The applicant remains in 

detention and unless there is an intervention by the Executive, will remain in 

detention indefinitely unless he can be transferred to a third country.   The likelihood 
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of that outcome must be assessed as entirely remote.   No country has yet agreed to 

do so, nor are they likely to do so in the future. 

"The other option is that the applicant be released from detention. There is a 

significant cost to the community of keeping the applicant in immigration detention, 

far greater than the cost of supporting him in the community with extensive supports 

to ensure he is not a threat to the community and can live his life as best he can. 

"At some point, the Executive will need to find a solution to what is at the moment, 

legally, an insoluble problem.  To simply ignore the problem and for the applicant to 

remain in detention for another 10 or 20 years or potentially longer is an outcome 

that sits uncomfortably with Australia's commitment to Human Rights. In 2015, Flick J 

stated that the applicant's circumstances were "not enviable".  Wigney J in the same 

case commented that the statement by Flick J was perhaps "an understatement".  It 

remains so 5 years later." (FFM20 v MINISTER FOR IMMIGRATION [2021]FCCA 64 at 70-

72).                                                                                       

Since that time we have been advocating for SI with some of the more 

compassionate senators and federal MPs - the Greens' Senator Mehreen Faruqi and 

independent MPs Andrew Wilkie and Helen Haines. Sarah Price, a freelance 

journalist, wrote an excellent account of SI's predicament, which appeared in The 

Saturday Paper on 18 September 2021.   Her article has given added impetus to the 

appeals being made to the Minister to release SI into the community.  

The lockdowns and consequent limitations on travel have prevented the 

government from proceeding with its proposed large-scale deportation of asylum 

seekers who have not been granted refugee status or an interim visa. We can 

expect that program to ramp up again once the restrictions are eased and 

international travel resumes.   

We shall have a lot to do over the coming year, and I should welcome the 

assistance of any members with a legal background or an interest in the 

legal defence of asylum seekers.  

 

Dr Hal Ginges 
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BLUE MOUNTAINS REFUGEE SUPPORT GROUP INC. 

ABN  99296621082 

 

Treasurer Report for Financial Year Ending June 30th, 2021 

 

BMRSG began the year with trepidation, being unsure of the carry-over implications 

both of the prior year’s COVID-19 situation as well as the preceding climatic 

conditions. Some Government assistance became available during COVID-19 Phase 

2 year but quite a number of our people missed out because they were not able to 

demonstrate approved employment [symptomatic of the cash economy] . This 

situation was only redeemed by consistent support from our very generous donor 

base and in many cases, grateful tears were shed.  

We note the retirement of George & Jean Winston from amongst us and 

acknowledge the great legacy of fundraising methods and contact network he left 

us – fortuitous because of the second-wave COVID-19 onslaught which effectively 

prevented much of our fundraising activity. 

At year’s end we again supported sister organisations to address both our own 

incapacities as well as the desperate refugee need as the pandemic bit deeper 

towards May / June 2021.   

There are no employee remuneration expenses as BMRSG is an entirely voluntary 

organization but it is pleasing to note that Membership contributions again 

essentially covered Administration expenses for the year. The Insurances are up to 

date going into the new year. 

The Management Committee is aware that the current year continues to 

be of concern for the needs of all the families & individuals we support - 

with food and rent assistance becoming an even greater proportion of 

our outlays. Members are encouraged to keep in touch with the needs via 

the regular Newsletter. 

My thanks go again to the Finance Sub-committee:- Julie Martin, Senthil Kasiannan 

and Judy Lynch - with special mention to retiring member, Marie Standen - for their 

consistent wisdom  especially in refugee expenditure assessments and to the 

Membership Secretary Eunice Goodberg for tireless data searching & entry efforts. 

All are a magnificent help and demonstrate great compassion for those whom we 

serve. 

The Annual Accounts are as presented and an independent Audit 

Statement will be presented to the Management Committee at a later 

date due to the unexpected consequence of COVID. 

L Brackenreg 

Treasurer   

October 8th, 2021.  
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