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BMRSG Chairperson’s Report
The year has been full of great change and challenges and BMRSG has faced those with
great courage and passion.
Covid has remained part of the landscape and we have had to accommodate it in our
advocacy, education, fundraising, events and refugee community support. The area that
has suffered the greatest is arguably our Villawood visiting and support,as we still have not
been able to recommence those visits after 3 years to the detriment of those suffering in
locked detention.
The Federal Election in May this year resulted in a change of government and new policies
that promise, but have yet to be implemented, to bring hope to the thousands of TPV and
SHEV holders in our midst. Thousands more, to Australia’s shame are locked out of that
promise as, in the main they fled persecution on a boat, despite having no other option.

So, our work is far from done.
During the last year I have met and engaged with so many refugees and those with lived
experience, in sector meetings, at the RAR Conference, at our BMRSG Art Show and
events, through our Community Visitors, my involvement with Home Among the Gum Trees
and the RAR Afghan Sponsor program. Their stories are heartbreaking, but to a fault their
generosity and warmth is truly remarkable, undiminished by the unimaginable suffering
they continue to endure.
One of the great privileges of being Chairperson is to be working among and meeting so
many good people, who are guided by the principles of social justice and compassion
and who, despite the many disappointments and setbacks we encounter, never give up.
You are all an inspiration, thank you.
May 2023 bring the change we all will continue to work towards and so desperately need.

Kathie Herbert
BMRSG Chairperson 2022
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Volunteer Visitors Report
Community Visitors
Our Community Visitors have continued to provide friendship and support to the many
households assisted by BMRSG. During 2022 Community Visitors were able to resume home
and face to face visits. This was a welcome change after the visiting restrictions in place
during the Covid 19 lockdowns.
The Covid 19 pandemic continues to impact the quality of life for refugees and those
seeking asylum. As well, 2022 has seen a marked increase in the cost of living, which
significantly affects those on limited incomes.

Many of the people we visit receive no government support and their
work opportunities are often limited to casual, poorly paid employment.
Consequently, the financial demands on BMRSG have increased.
The largest expenditure is for rental support. Rent has increased for a number of
households and affordable housing is hard to find. To help to alleviate their financial stress,
a one-off increased cost of living payment ($500 for families, $250 for individuals) was
made in April this year, and food vouchers were increased to $200/week for families,
$100/individuals. BMRSG continues to provide financial support for medical and legal
expenses, along with a Christmas bonus and the Back to School Allowance. Our latest
count showed that we support 44 families and 35 individuals.
Many refugees on temporary visas and those waiting for their refugee status applications
to be processed, continue to be denied access to further education at TAFE and
universities. This has a significant impact on their ability to improve skills and find better
paid, secure employment. Additionally, it means that their children, who are often very
successful in secondary school, are also not able to further their education.
Visa uncertainty is still a major concern for refugees and asylum seekers. Significant
numbers of those supported by BMRSG have been waiting for many years for decisions to
be made to determine their eligibility to remain in Australia. This uncertainty has such a
negative impact on their mental and physical health. The emotional and practical support
of community visitors goes some way to ameliorate the trauma experienced by our
refugee friends.

Rebecca Cooper and Judith Lynch

Villawood Visitors
This year has been another very difficult one for people in detention and those of us
attempting to visit them. Several outbreaks of COVID have shut down facilities and longterm detainees have been moved around facilities from their usual rooms which has
further destabilised their living situation and made them feel they are living in “a prison
inside a prison” as one of our friends described it. The current visiting regime is based on
high security prison systems and is actually often harsher.
Only one or two people from our team have visited this year, and that only occasionally as
the refugees have said that visiting in these conditions makes them feel even worse.
We have kept in touch via messenger, birthday cards and photos, and provided phone
credits, clothing and other essentials when they have been permitted.
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BMRSG has been active in lobbying for the release of long-term
detainees especially one who is beginning his 13th year of detention. We
have also been part of the Detention Centre Working Group with the rest
of the sector arguing for the re-instatement of social visiting.
Several of the Tamil refugees who were moved to Yongah Hill, WA, have opted to return
home despite the danger as after 7 years they could not bear detention any longer. We
have lost contact with some of them after they were moved to Christmas Island which has
very poor mobile coverage. Some people were released both before and after the
Federal election which was good news. However, despite being given the work rights they
have had minimal government support and BMRSG has had to chip in to help.
We understand that there is currently an interdepartmental revue of refugees still in
detention. This needs a particular focus on alleged crimes committed by inmates which, in
some instances we are aware of, have been exaggerated in statements to the media
and to parliament for political point scoring.
The current situation of refugees in closed and community detention requires an amnesty
and the right of permanent settlement for all those who have suffered for up to 8 years for
coming to Australia by boat. And we also need a compassionate offer of citizenship for
those stateless persons who are currently in limbo in detention, one of whom in his
thirteenth year.

Joy Connor
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The Youth Shoebox Project Report
The Youth Shoebox Project will be in its eighth year in 2022. 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 show generosity to children from families seeking
refuge and asylum, spreading love, support and connection to
them at Christmas.
This ongoing partnership between disability provider, Able2 and
Blue Mountains Refugee Support Group produced yet another record year in 2021.

Despite the restrictions of Covid-19 we collected and distributed a
record 426 boxes to refugee families in Western Sydney and the
Mountains. This makes a fantastic grand total of 1973 boxes since we
began. 2022 should see our 2,000th box!
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 usual service providers was a humbling reminder of the continuing need for
practical and social connections of this kind. A 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. Now we are
able to gather together again and reset our lives, participating in the Youth Shoe Box
Project is an opportunity to spread kindness, empathy,
compassion and connection.
All contributions are welcome, big and small, whether it’s a
completed box; a single item or a collection of things; a
message; some wrapping paper or a donation towards
these. Volunteers to wrap and sort boxes are also welcome
as can be seen by the photo of the band of merry packing
elves.

For further information, for our flyer and
updates, see our Facebook page: Youth Shoebox Project, or contact
jackie@bmrsg.org.au.
Jackie Mayers
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Social Media Report
Social media is an important aspect of the work of the Education/Advocacy Group and
online fundraising.
In September 2021 the new BMRSG website went live. https://bmrsg.org.au
The previous website designed in 2014 was replaced by a new website reflecting the
current needs of the organisation. This website was designed and supported by
Cornerstone Digital, with thanks to managing Director Michael Lam. Many thanks goes to
Craig Small from Small Web Development for designing and supporting our previous site.
With the development of the new website we needed to update the logo to work with
modern graphics and branding which we can use across all our social media and
documents.
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/, to
fundraise, to promote our online events, send out calls for action and inform.

For many of our 4500 followers on Facebook and on Twitter we provide a
news service on current issues such as Australia’s treatment of refugees,
good news stories about people who came as refugees, advocacy
around refugees, as now some 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. 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 support and promote the campaigns that are led by the main advocacy groups.

We put out the Newsletter twice a month to 982 supporters.
We ran a campaign for late model computers and smart phones across all our social
media platforms.
We have continued our relationship with students from Penrith Senior High School, Kindlehill
School and Katoomba High School using Instagram. Videos and posters submitted to the
BMRSG Poster and Video Competition have been posted on all platforms. Many students
are now following our posts.
BMRSG again ran the BMRSG Raffle, one of our major fundraising events, online. This raised
approximately $4,000.
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.
Ruby Hammond Memorial Scholarship Fund. 18 months ago Ruby Hammond died
suddenly at 19 years of age. She was a great social justice person and supporter of
BMRSG. Her family and friends set up a scholarship fund in her name to help a young
refugee who would like to study in the health science area.
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I wish to thank our volunteers who have worked in BMRSG social media; to Julie
Brackenreg with Facebook, Constance Ellwood, Jess Steele and Brendan Doyle helping
with the Newsletter.
We keep in contact with many other advocacy groups via social media and respond to
requests from likeminded groups to promote relevant issues, petitions, stories etc.
Pat Rayner

Phones, Tablets and Computers Report
Throughout the year we have supplied phones, tablets and computers to refugees in
detention, living in the community and to refugee families in the community. The use of
phones is of the utmost importance to people as they provide an opportunity to connect
to family in the home country, undertake banking and general communication, and
provide everyday contact with the outside world. For some time we
were supplying phones to a detention centre where a mobile was the
only connection with the outside world.
I have tried to keep some phones in reserve for when I receive an
urgent request. Computers and tablets, when available, have mainly
been given to students and families.
The supply of phones, computers and tablets, which have all been
donated, has varied throughout the year. Sometimes I have ended up
with no reserves and have been desperate for these devices. We have
managed to buy some phones and computers from a charitable
organisation that repairs them and supplies them at very little cost.
Recently donations have picked up.
Our email details changed this year.
Smartphones and tablets: Robert Foster
Computers:

bmrsgphones@gmail.com

Merren Dargan bmrsgcomputers@gmail.com

Robert Foster
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Cars for Refugees Report
The Cars for Refugees program has slowed down a bit as the Blaxland High School teacher
who engaged his students in the scheme no longer teaches Automotive Studies.
However, cars are still being donated and are passed on to individuals and families, and
sometimes BMRSG also contributes to minor repairs and the cost of registration.

We always have refugees waiting for a car. So, if you have a car that
you no longer require, that will bring very little as a trade in or if you just
want to donate to improve the quality of life of a refugee please
contact me.
To date about 50 cars have been given to refugees which have enabled them to drive to
work or just to enjoy life.

Roger Grealy

rgrealy77@bigpond.com
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Employment Report
One common element about the job scene this year has been an increase in job
opportunities from which refugees and asylum seekers stood to benefit. The opportunities
have come from all directions – either direct contact from employers, or from my efforts at
cold canvassing or random spotting of job vacancies. Eight individuals were placed with
employers.
As a consequence of an internet search two Sri Lankan men were given full-time
employment by a cleaning company at Castle Hill. An Iranian man was employed by a
Penrith-based electrical wholesaler. This came about through an internet search. Two
Iranian men were placed with a large RV manufacturer in Emu Plains.
Two asylum seekers from Malaysia were employed as house staff with a Blue Mountains
hotel chain. A Tibetan man was employed by a major tourism operator in Katoomba. This
resulted from a direct approach to the employer.
The other side of this story is that many more jobs known to be available could not be
applied for because there were not the resumes of refugees or asylum seekers on hand.
Vacancies were widely circulated to other organisations involved with refugees. On-going
collaboration was maintained with the House of Welcome, the Jesuit Refugee Service,
Rural Opportunities Australia, the Parramatta Community Resource Centre, and the
Nepean Community Engagement Team.
Eight employers made direct contact for workers. Mostly these approaches went nowhere
despite considerable effort to find and attract interested men and women.
There were sixteen refugees and asylum seekers who made direct contact with me to help
them find work. In some cases resumes needed to be updated. Job search efforts were
extensive which resulted in half the number being placed in work.

The obstacles confronting people on bridging visas are overwhelming.
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.
The good news is that refugees and asylum seekers continue to be helped into
employment. Not all were able to retain their employment, some were found other
employers. Many refugees and asylum seekers who have been assisted but not directly
employed as a result of my efforts nevertheless have gone on to find their own employer
through their own networks and efforts.

Grant Medaris
refugee_employment@bmrsg.org.au
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Working on English Skills Report
The past 12 months continued to prove challenging for many refugee and asylum seeker
households because of the ongoing Covid pandemic. Regular visits by our Community
Visitors, so valuable for the settlement of asylum seekers into the Australian community,
including discussion of everyday matters and problems in English, were interrupted.
Formal TAFE English classes were also discontinued for several months. However, in early
December 2021, TAFE NSW arranged a meeting at Wentworth Falls TAFE to discuss the
English language needs of the growing upper mountains Tibetan community.
Ideas that were discussed at the meeting included providing off-campus Community
Classes for full-time workers, older women, and younger women needing childcare. Also,
how Wentworth Falls TAFE could provide language training for the volunteers who work
with the Tibetan community. This training would involve how language is learnt and
development of resources to assist language acquisition. With the end of lockdowns in
early 2022, TAFE courses started again as did the first classes in the local community.
BMRSG is fortunate to have members who are trained English teachers. Community
Visitors help identify refugee families who need help with English skills and over the past
year some of the volunteer tutors have travelled to Western Sydney to work in people’s
homes or local libraries. Because of lingering Covid concerns, some opted for online oneto-one English conversation practise using a combination of Zoom, mobile phones and
Facebook.

But most tutors still say they prefer face-to-face sessions, in a refugee’s
home, in a quiet room in a library, across a table in the spacious café at
the Blue Mountains Cultural Centre, or in a park out in the fresh air.
It is pleasing to see the children of refugee families who are supported by BMRSG doing
very well in English at school. Some have gone on to complete high school and won
scholarships to university. More informally, BMRSG volunteers continue to play a rewarding
role in helping families succeed in speaking English which enhances their confidence and
assists in achieving their goals.

Brendan Doyle
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BMRSG Education and Advocacy Report
Highlights
Throughout the year we have regularly connected widely with the refugee sector, with the
Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) at their monthly national meetings, the Asylum
Seeker Interagency, Rural Australians for Refugees National Campaign Committee,
Sydney Alliance, Amnesty at their national advocacy meetings, ARAN and many other
organisations and individuals.

These contacts are vital to our advocacy but also the advocacy and
strength of the sector as a whole. The connections we make and the
input we have enhance our ability to facilitate change.
The fall of Afghanistan to The Taliban in August 2021 cast a shadow over us all and
continues to do so. BMRSG members collectively and individually have been involved in
sponsoring Afghans applying for Humanitarian Visas
and lobbying the Australian Government to put much
more effort into helping Afghans seeking safe haven,
including working with Sydney Alliance and RAR on
this issue.
The Palm Sunday Rally this year was held on the Great
Western Highway, Lawson where we were clearly
visible with our placards to the passing cars. Our
speakers Esmat Noori, Ivor Houston and a member of
the Tibetan Community were inspiring. The numbers at
the Sydney Rally were however disappointing.
All refugees have now been released from the
Alternative Places of Detention in Brisbane,
Melbourne, Perth and Adelaide. These men were the
Medevac cohort who not only were kept in appalling conditions after their evacuation,
but never received the medical treatment they so desperately needed. A sustained and
long national campaign finally pressured the government to close these facilities.
The Federal Election in May this year promised change and hope, however, after the
release of the Biloela family from detention, we have yet to see much change. The ALP’s
policy of giving TPV and SHEV holders permanent protection has yet to materialise, 5
months on. The many new members of the cross bench and increase in Greens give us
hope that the punitive refugee policies still in place will
be change over time, ideally of course, sooner rather
than later.
We continue to advocate for change, collectively and
individually as we have done over the past 20 years,
whilst providing support and friendship to those refugees
in our communities and in detention.
We will continue to write letters, circulate petitions, seek
meetings with members of parliament, attend rallies,
support and initiate campaigns across the sector, inform
the media, change hearts and minds.
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All this is more important than ever as we hold the new government to
account and seek the big changes, including amnesty for boat arrivals.
We need to deliver justice to refugees, who not only deserve a
permanent safe haven in Australia but a chance to rebuild their lives and
have a future to look forward too.
Kathie Herbert

Video competition and work in schools
During 2022, our in-school activities were severely curtailed by COVID restrictions. No visits
to schools were possible.
For our Video and Poster Competitions, a highlight was
Smiths Hill, a High School near Wollongong, which
submitted 7 entries. The range of schools contacted was
broadened, to include literally hundreds of schools
across the country, but this bore little fruit. Schools are
busy places, and COVID didn’t help. Many schools
apologised, citing COVID disruptions to their year.

The competition was won by Ruby Tomka, a
student from Smiths Hill HS, who made a
simple, original, engaging video called
Paper People in Paper Boats. It is available
to view on the BMRSG YouTube channel.
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC3ivth_iZMBLlbhjMONpJ7g.

Some stills from

the video are included below.
Another highlight here was that we made high-quality prints from several past entries in the
poster competition. These formed part of our educational and advocacy displays at book
launches, our Art Show, and at the RAR
Conference.
Guy Power
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Letter Writing Group
Issues covered by the Letter Writing Group are based on current news items as well as
information gained from meeting monthly with the Australian Refugee Action Network
(ARAN). This year we sent a submission supporting Andrew Wilkie’s Bill Ending Indefinite and
Arbitrary Detention. As this was an election year, we wrote to Labor MPs ensuring they
committed to their policy brief; we wrote to MPs to request considering evacuating PNG
and Nauru and providing resettlement solutions for those excluded from countries offering
asylum; we also wrote condemning indefinite detention and issuing a moratorium on
deportation; and finally, we wrote about the lack of access to income and a social safety
net for many people on bridging visas.

Links to letter writing kits are occasionally published in the BMRSG
newsletter.
We held a successful stall during Refugee week and received 130 signatures on an open
letter to Andrew Giles asking for a more humane approach to refugee issues. We will
continue to meet monthly.
Judy Reynolds

Campaigns
In the past 12 months BMRSG have taken part in these campaigns:
•

Eight Years Too Long – Offshore detention

•

Action for Afghanistan

•

End Park Hotel Detention Now

•

The Ending Indefinite and Arbitrary
Immigration Detention Bill 2021
(Andrew Wilkie Bill)

•

Support for Esmat Noori’s mother to
come to Australia

•

Justice for Refugees Rally

•

Durable Resettlement options

•

Additional 20,000 Humanitarian
Refugee Places at risk from the Taliban

•

Time for a Home

We have worked supportively and collaboratively across the refugee
sector on many of these campaigns and are active participants in many
groups such as Sydney Alliance, RCOA, ARAN and RAR. It is vital to our
success that we are a united voice.
As you are aware, we had a change of government in May, and some positive promises
have been made but have yet to materialise and many of the harsh and cruel policies put
in place by successive governments over the past 20 years still remain the cornerstone of
this new government, so our campaigning will continue.
Kathie Herbert
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BMRSG Legal Report
Over the last year our Group has continued to advocate for asylum seekers both in the
community and in detention. Our efforts range from seeking the provision of basic needs
such as Centrelink benefits and Medicare cover for those on temporary protection visas to
arguing against the refusal of visas and for the release of persons in detention. We are
also providing Court representation for a person accused of criminal offences who, if
convicted, faces return to detention and extradition.
Our work is undertaken both in-house by Hal Ginges, our honorary solicitor, and by other
solicitors with expertise in migration law, who have offered their services pro bono or at
reduced rates. These have included Alison Battisson of Human Rights for All and Daniel
Taylor, solicitor and migration agent. We have also had the continuing assistance of Dr
Graeme Swincer, who provides invaluable research on the risks facing forced returns to
specific countries. We express our thanks to them and to other solicitors and barristers,
who have provided pro bono advice in response to specific legal questions.
We have been hopeful that the election of the Albanese government in May will bring a
more compassionate attitude to the applications before the courts, the tribunals and the
Minister, but there can be no guarantee of that. The quick release of the Biloela family
back into their community is to be applauded, but there is no evidence yet of a similar
approach being adopted towards others with equally heartrending stories. We are
continuing to do whatever we can to press for the release of the stateless man in
Villawood, who has been in detention for 12 years. Roger Grealy sees him frequently, and
I have been corresponding with the new Minister.

The end of the Covid-19 lockdown means that some of the cases, which
have been languishing in the legal system for years are now likely to
move on. We will continue to provide representation and other legal
assistance as these cases are given hearing dates. We expect that,
over the next year, there will be a lot to do. For some of the cases the
support of counsel can make a significant difference, and we will
continue to be looking for funds to allow us to engage counsel and
solicitors with expertise on specific issues.

Hal Ginges
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Fund Raising Report and Events
The slow recovery from COVID constraints meant we were able to hold several events in the
second half of the year. A concert with very entertaining performances by Mick Conway,
the Beez, the Blackheath Choir and the Heathens in December got us out of the doldrums.
We were also able to celebrate Refugee Week with a couple
of successful events. These included the launch of the book
Sanlundia written by one of our members, Zac Quinn, and a
BMRSG showing of the film Freedom Street by Alfred Pek,
which highlighted the plight of refugees in Indonesia.

Once again we are very grateful to our strong
donor base, both individuals and organisations,
for without them we would not be able to
provide much needed support to the refugees
we are assisting.
In particular the Judith Nielson Foundation significantly helped
expand our capacity to assist people. Community organisations such as the Blue Mountains
Food Co-op have been more than generous, and local faith communities regularly support
our work. Our grateful thanks to all. We were also successful in gaining a grant from the Blue
Mountains Quakers which will go a long way to helping with food and rent for some families.
We have stayed in contact with our donors by providing them with information about our
activities and the way in which we have allocated the money that they generously provide.
The online raffle proved to be a great success again this year. Donations of prizes from
generous individuals and businesses who support us meant we were able to raise $4.7
thousand dollars.
This year also saw the establishment of a new membership and donor database which has
streamlined some of the financial and communication systems with our members.
There is a strong team of BMRSG supporters who tirelessly give up their time to help organise
and run events and other fundraising activities. There are too many of these people to
acknowledge here, but their work is very much appreciated.
Joy Connor and Barbara Barnard
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BLUE MOUNTAINS REFUGEE SUPPORT GROUP INC.
ABN 99296621082

Report for Financial Year Ending June 30th, 2022
BMRSG Members could be forgiven for wondering if the past year really was a carbon
copy of the previous financial year – with its sometimes gains followed by sudden reverses
- all in the bewildering mix of emotions precipitated by a change in Federal Government.
Officialdom still reigns supreme but BMRSG still enjoys the strong support of both State &
Federal Members viz; Mesdames Trish Doyle and Susan Templeman and of course the Blue
Mountains Council & the Mayor, Mark Greenhill. Once again, we have been able to carry
on only through the continued support from our very generous donor base and in many
cases, words have almost been inadequate to express refugee appreciation.
In the absence of an official Fundraiser we note the wonderful effort by those who
stepped into the breach and each in their own talented way, continued to remind our
very generous donors of the need and to encourage their support – resulting in a
considerable increase in capacity to meet foreseen demand driven by continued Health,
Rent, Living expenses and Government inaction.
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
winter.
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 our new assistant Treasurer Eva Trcka - 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 Audited Annual Accounts are as presented herewith:

Laurie Brackenreg
Treasurer
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2021-2022 BMRSG Expenditure $300,340
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Auditor’s Report
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