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Minutes of 2024 Annual General Meeting  

Date: 16 November 2024 

Chair:       Kathie Herbert 

Minutes:  Senthil Kasiannan 

Acknowledgement of Country 

Kathie acknowledged the country of Darug and Gundungarra and acknowledged the 
deep connections of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to this vast nation and 
affirmed that this always was and always will be Aboriginal land and that sovereignty has 
never been ceded. 

Attendance: 

Jane McQueen, Judy Lynch, Barbara Barnard, Jackie Mayers, Noeline Nagle, Roger Grealy, 
Laurie Brackenreg, Senthil Kasiannan, Susie van Opdorp, Eunice Goodberg, Brendan Doyle, 
Prue Kozlovsky, Julie Martin, Guy Power, Jill Gillespie, Tamara Domicelj, Aida Darabi, Bernie 
Shipp, Ann-Maree McEwan, Joy Connor, Kathie Herbert 

Apologies:  

Peggy Goldsmith, Sulojana Sribalan, Marion Davie, Susan Lammiman, Peter Lammiman, 
Anne Henderson, Jill Hogwood, Mike Howorth, Kate Blakeney, Mike Blakeney, George 
Winston, Pat Rayner. 

 

Minutes of 2023 AGM - Jane McQueen/Laurie Brackenreg                     Carried 

 

Presentation of Annual Report (2023-24) - Roger Grealy/Julie Martin                               Carried 

 

Presentation of Financial Report - Guy Power/Jill Gillespie                                             Carried 

 

Election of Office Bearers: 

Returning Officer – Suzie van Opdorp 

Executive 
Chairperson - Kathie Herbert 
Deputy Chairperson - Judith Lynch 
Secretary - Jane McQueen 
Treasurer - Laurie Brackenreg 

Members 

Senthil Kasiannan 
Roger Grealy 
Barbara Barnard 
Jill Gillespie 
Anne-Marie McEwan 

 

Review of membership fee 

It was decided to continue with a fixed membership fee of $20.00. 

Joy Connor/Judith Lynch                        Unanimous 
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Acknowledgments  

Jane McQueen thanked Suzie van Opdorp for acting as Returning Officer and also the 
outgoing Committee member Pat Rayner. Pat has managed BMRSG social media for many 
years & has contributed greatly through her commitment to the newsletter, BMRSG 
Facebook and social media platforms. 

Jackie Mayers:  

Judith Lynch acknowledged the contributions of Jackie Mayers in her vote of thanks. Jackie 
and Wayne are returning to the UK. Jackie has made a remarkable contribution as 2024 
marks the ten-year anniversary of the Shoe Box Project. 

Jackie has contributed immense support to families seeking asylum in her role as a 
Community Visitor. And her work was recognized at the 2024 Blue Mountains Local Citizen of 
the Year Awards, when Jackie received the Senior Citizens of the Year Award. Jackie shared 
some of the successes throughout the years with 2024 being one of the biggest years for the 
Project as they put together 3000+ shoe boxes.  

Jackie said she owed a vote of thanks to the group. She said she has met many inspirational 
people and heard many good news stories.  

 

Guest Speaker - Aida Darabi 

Aida Darabi is an 18-year-old Iranian poet who sought asylum in Australia with her parents. As 
a minor, she was forcibly transferred to Australia's offshore processing center on Nauru. Due 
to Aida's declining health, the Australian Federal Court ordered her and her mother's 
evacuation to Australia. Aida read a poem about her time in Nauru - the poem was very 
powerful illustrating the injustice and bigotry of our government. She then read another 
poem about Iran, her home country. 

 

Guest Speaker - Tamara Domicelj 

Kathie Herbert introduced Tamara Domicelj and described her extensive work in the 
migration and human rights space, and in her role as the Director for Jesuit Refugee Services. 
Tamara acknowledged Aida’s profound and poignant poetry and her lived experience. 

Tamara stated that through her advocacy work, she found that lived experience was 
essential. She acknowledged the welcome by First Nations people to refugees and asylum 
seekers and congratulated the work of BMRSG, stating its members are tenacious, strategic 
and well-informed with a willingness to act. She spoke about the three important pillars - 
friendship, self-help and advocacy when working with refugees. 

Her talk referred to many critical events around the world and that the world is in a state of 
multiple crises at the same time. She then spoke about her work relating to emergency relief 
and requests for assistance in reuniting families, and gave some examples of where this was 
achieved under difficult circumstances. 

Tamara concluded by saying there is still space for hope and that we must find ways to 
come together to help refugees, in the short, medium and long term. Agility is the key and 
being strategic is very important.  

 

Vote of thanks to guest speakers 

Kathie thanked the guest speakers and BMRSG members for attending. 

 

Meeting closed: 3.20pm 
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Chairperson’s Report  

It has been another year in which so many refugees in our community and offshore on 
Nauru are still being subjected to policies that are responsible for inhumane treatment and 
a denial of human rights. 

Our Community Visitors supporting refugees on Bridging Visas do an incredible job. In 

addition, those involved in all important advocacy and education have worked 

tirelessly to seek the change we need to allow those seeking asylum on our shores to 

have the hope of a permanent future, and with that the possibility of reuniting with 

family. 

In the past year there has been legislation passed by parliament that denies human rights 
and procedural fairness, despite High Court rulings that attempted to redress that. 

In 2025 we faced these challenges together with determination and conviction that there 
is a better way. Let us work together in 2026 to see that made a reality. 

BMRSG did however host some wonderful and positive events during the year, which so 
many of you helped make a great success: The Seeking Safety Exhibition at Springwood’s 
Hub in Refugee Week, and the welcome for Muzafar Ali on his Ride for Education in June. 

I would like to thank the wonderful Blue Mountains community for their humanity, 
compassion and support over the past 12 months and hope to see you all again next year. 

I would also like to express my gratitude to BMRSG’s Management Committee who are 
such a capable and committed bunch, and such a pleasure to work with. 

 

Kathie Herbert 

Chairperson 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Muzafar Ali arrives at Lawson Mechanics Institute after 
riding up from Sydney that day on one leg of his ride 
from Maleny to Adelaide to raise funds for education for 
girls in Afghanistan and refugees in Indonesia 
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Volunteer Visitors  

Community Visitors 

As always, it has been a busy and productive year for BMRSG Community Visitors. They 
continue to provide much needed friendship and support to asylum seekers and refugees. 

Many that we support are still on Bridging Visas, living with the uncertainty of deportation. 
This results in great anxiety and poor mental and physical health. There are still over 8,000 
asylum seekers in Australia on Bridging Visas. They are not eligible for Centrelink support, 
and increasingly they are being denied work rights and Medicare benefits. It is hard to 
fathom how they can survive. Our Community Visitors support people in this situation, 
showing that there are people who care and who want to make their lives better.  

On the positive side, a number of families and individuals that we know have been 
granted Resolution of Status visas and Permanent Residency. Some are now Australian 
citizens. With our refugee friends, we celebrate these victories.   

BMRSG was fortunate to receive a grant which financed the Back-to-School program in 
2025. We gave up to $300 for each primary school student and up to $500 for each high 
school student from eligible families. Equipping a student for school each year is expensive 
(schools, uniforms, backpacks, stationery). This support gives students in refugee families a 
better chance for educational success. 

Long term BMRSG member and community visitor, Sulo, runs the Independent Tamil 
Women’s Association in Toongabbie. Some Committee members have attended their 
meetings this year and have learnt first-hand of the lives of Tamil families in Western 
Sydney. Through this group the women are finding friendship, learning skills and improving 
their English.  

Over the year we have farewelled some of our long standing and valued members of 

the Community Visitors group. Some have moved away from the Mountains and others 

have called it a day due to family or personal reasons. We are grateful for all they have 

done. Their legacy will continue in the lives of the refugee households they have visited 

for many years.  

As always, I am most appreciative of the continued support of Jane McQueen. Jane’s 
strong knowledge of the refugee sector and her sound advice greatly assist me in my role. 

 

Judy Lynch 

Community Visitor Coordinator 
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Villawood Visitors 

BMRSG has been an active member of the Asylum Seekers Interagency Detention Working 
Group. As part of this group we have been involved initially with Serco and then with MTC 
in negotiations to reinstate the Trusted Visitors scheme to enable social visiting with groups 
of detainees. 

This contact is vital both for the mental health of people detained and for independent 
monitoring of their treatment. However, the progress has been slow. 

In the meantime, those people in closed detention we had got to know have 

been moved into community detention which in many ways can be as frustrating as 

closed detention, as they can neither work, study or volunteer and are subjected to 

curfews and often need to wear ankle bracelets for tracking. 

We have contributed to several significant reports on the human rights abuses concerning 
Australia's detention system, including preparation for the visit of the United Nations 
Working Group on Arbitrary Detention. 

Recent legislation by our current government which removes the right to natural justice for 
those not deemed to have a valid claim for asylum is particularly concerning as it enables 
forced deportation with no redress. 

 We continue to be concerned at the lack of any moral compass in Australia's treatment 
of those who come to us for safety in an increasingly unsafe world. 

 

Joy Connor 

Villawood Visitors Coordinator 
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Youth Shoebox Project     

                                                                                                                                                                   
2024 saw the Youth Shoebox Project celebrating its tenth, but sadly, it’s final year in its 
present form. The project again offered the chance to welcome and show generosity to 
children from families seeking refuge and asylum, spreading love, support and connection 
to them at Christmas. A project instigated by young people for young people, now 
reaches across all ages involving some of our more senior citizens as well as many junior 
ones. The two inspiring young women Annabelle and Alana, originally from Winmalee High 
School who envisioned the idea ten years ago, joined us again adding great value to our 
tenth birthday packing extravaganza. 

 

 

,  Annabelle and Alana - 2014 and 2024 

 

This collaborative, feel-good project engages schools, a wide range of youth services, 
individual families and community organisations in the mountains and nearby. The 
ongoing partnership between disability provider, Able2 and BMRSG produced yet another 
record year. We collected and distributed a record 521 boxes to refugee families. This 
makes a fantastic grand total of 3,454 boxes since we began. We were also thrilled that a 
large proportion of our boxes were to be distributed by the team that meet new arrivals at 
the airport. What a great welcome! Others were distributed by our own members and 
some went far as Canberra and Bathurst.  

Each year have witnessed what a huge difference the boxes can make to the lives of 

both giver and receiver. A message of welcome in the cards 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.  
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For the giver, participating in the Youth Shoe Box Project is an opportunity to spread 
kindness, empathy, compassion and connection. For schools, the Youth Shoebox Project 
offers a fun way to practice life skills like collaboration, creativity and resourcefulness.  

Much to our delight, three high school students have now gained a scholarship to 
university through their leadership of the project.  

As the project draws to a close in its current form, there is much to celebrate over the last 
decade. The givers, the receivers and as always, a willing army of elves and supporters.  

Jackie Mayers 

Youth Shoebox Coordinator 
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School Liaison Project 

During 2025 after a hiatus, we rekindled our in-school activities. They had been curtailed by 
COVID restrictions and their aftermath. In June 2025 emails were sent to all high schools in 
the Blue Mountains, Penrith and Hawkesbury areas. These emails outlined our organisation 
and what we could offer schools.  

As usual, we present activities which align with the ethos of the school, as well as the 
curricula they must follow. 

BMRSG attended Refugee Week activities at Blaxland High School. We had a display 

which featured student posters, quizzes and surveys. As well the Student Representative 

Council held a fundraising BBQ and donated several hundred dollars to BMRSG. We 

have been invited to attend again next year. That was probably our highlight.  

St Dominic’s College invited us to present sessions at their Year 9 Retreat, but we were 
unable to attend. We aim to be there in 2026.  

We established a relationship with Refugee Camp in My Neighbourhood, with a view to 
improving our school display capability. 

As usual, we were able to draw on our wonderful supply of teaching resources to assist 
schools needing help in the refugee/asylum-seeker space.  

 

Guy Power 

School Liaison Coordinator 

 

 

 

 

Guy Power and Judy Lynch at Blaxland High School 
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Social Media   

Working on a fresh social media presence is important in BMRSG’s political and 

community advocacy for refugees. Collectively working together is the only way 

change can occur.  Please get involved with BMRSG’s social media.  

 

 

 

Photo by Angelika Treichler from Facebook post 18 May 2025. Kathie Herbert 
with Mostafar Azimitabar and his portrait of Grace Tame: The definition of hope 

 

Facebook 

Recent responses from BMRSG’s Facebook friends have shown strong focus on these posts.  

- Government New Anti-Fairness Bill 

- ABC’s Australian Story on the Biloela family 

- The RACS post of the BMRSG Letter Writing Group 

- 4000km for Education with Muzafar Ali  

- Congratulating refugee advocate Zaki Haidari on his citizenship 

- Refugee Week 2025.  

 

Newsletter 

The open rate of the newsletter remains at 54 - 57% which is high for such a newsletter.  
Readers respond to reminders about Memberships and respond with donations.  

There are constant requests from people to subscribe to the Newsletter. It currently has 988 
subscribers.  

We receive requests from other refugee groups (recently Inner West for Refugees) to use 
our material.   

Website 

The website has changed quite a bit since this time last year.  
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The Stay Informed section has seen most of these changes. The Overseas 
Countries pages now include links to recent reports on each of the countries that the 
website tracks, mostly (not exclusively) from the Human Rights Watch reports on what 
happened in those countries in 2024. 

The Australia's Responses to Refugees page is now updated on at least a weekly basis, 
providing links to articles and commentary from other refugee advocacy groups such as 
RACS and ASRC, from the UNHCR and Human Rights Watch, and from commercial sites 
such as The Conversation, The Guardian, Saturday Paper, the Sydney Morning Herald, 
Crikey and so on. Great for keeping informed! 

In the page Other Advocacy Websites, the links have all been checked and updated if 
necessary or removed if any groups are no longer operating.  Back issues of 
Newsletters are, in the main, accessible going back to 2018. 

The Get Help section, which is mainly aimed at finding help for refugees in need, has also 
been thoroughly checked and all the links provided are active. 

The Donations links have now been repaired and now take those who click on the big blue 
rectangle to the Donations page. 

The monthly Newsletter will now aim to provide a What's New on the Website section in an 
attempt to get some more traffic going through it, in the hope of providing members with 
information, grow membership and donations. 

 The site is now current and well worth a browse! If anyone has any suggestions for how it 
could be improved or would like to be part of the letter writing group, please don't 
hesitate to contact Pat Rayner or Erik Hoekstra through the social media email address 
below.  

Contact: socialmedia@bmrsg.org.au 

Instagram @bmrefugee               

X Twitter @BMRSG 

Website http://www.bmrsg.org.au            

Facebook: Blue Mountains Refugee Support Group 

 

Pat Rayner 

Social Media Coordinator 
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Education and Advocacy  

Education and advocacy are a very important part of the work of BMRSG, vital in our 
support of refugees and seekers of asylum. Human rights violations continue to be 
reflected in Australian government policies and legislation and although we have seen 
most of the SHEV and TPV holders moved on to permanent visas over the past 3 years, the 
treatment of thousands of refugees onshore and offshore without a permanent pathway 
has not improved, so our work must continue with renewed vigour and purpose. 

On all our campaigns we work alongside other refugee organisations, many of us 
attending sector meetings and some as members of other organisations in the refugee 
space. It is important we share resources and campaign targets; there is power in 
numbers! 

Over the year we wrote many submissions, letters, held vigils and attended rallies. Added 
to this is our impressive and far-reaching online presence, daily social media posts by Pat 
and Ann-Maree, regular webpage updates by Erik and Pat, X and Instagram by Pat. Our 
monthly newsletter also keeps the 900+ subscribers in regular contact with BMRSG and 
national refugee matters. No-one can say we are not well informed! 

Refugee Week this year was a highlight with a Blue Mountains welcome for Muzafar Ali 

on his Ride for Education, an author event with Shankari Chandran at Rosey Ravelston 

Bookshop, Lawson, and an art exhibition at The Hub in Springwood around the sinking 

of the Siev x in 2001 in which 400+ asylum seekers drowned. 

Many of the issues we faced are still with us in 2025: refugees from Manus warehoused in 
PNG; thousands on Bridging Visas (many for more than a decade) in our community often 
without work rights or government support; 14,000 stuck in Indonesia because of Australia’s 
harsh refugee policies; a grossly inadequate refugee intake (particularly in light of the 
genocide in Gaza and gender apartheid in Afghanistan). 

Just recently we have added to this the passing of the ‘Three Brutal Bills’ in November 2024 
and ‘The Anti-Fairness Bill’ in September 2025 which means we pay third countries to 
accept non-citizens deporting them with no due process or procedural fairness in a deal 
worth $2.5 billion of taxpayer’s money. We are outraged. 

 “I am no longer accepting the things I cannot change. I am changing the things I cannot 
accept.” Angela Davis 

Our work is far from over, so please join us to fight the good fight in 2026. 

Kathie Herbert 

Advocacy Coordinator  
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Letter Writing Group 

The letter writing group continues to hold the government to account by writing to 
politicians of all persuasions on a monthly basis. Letters have also been published in 
newspapers in an effort to reach a wider audience.  

The issues we have focused on this year include: 

 Supporting Amnesty’s ongoing campaign to bring those men remaining on PNG back to 
Australia and provide them with pathways to get to third country option.  

 Permanence for the 8,000 legacy caseload who are still on bridging visas after 11 years 
as a result of the unfair Fast Track processing system 

 Work Rights for those who have been working in Australia for years and have applied for 
a Ministerial Intervention in their case. Withdrawal of work rights while they await a 
decision is unnecessarily punitive. 

 Prior to the May election we sent out a policy brief to all candidates to inform them of 
matters concerning refugees and asylum seekers.  

 After the ALP victory we listed issues that required immediate attention by the newly 
elected government 

 The NZYQ cohort and the deal done with Nauru which will cost $2.5 billion to taxpayers 
over 30 years. 

While many responses have been standard letters, the volume of letters being sent seems 
to have had some impact. There has been some movement in the processing of the fast 
track caseload with more staff being hired to hasten processing and several previously 
compulsory procedures like medical checks becoming unnecessary.  

We have had two guest speakers this year – Isobel McGarity, Chief Solicitor for RACS and 
Nizza Siano from Labor 4 Refugees. Both gave insights into the work they do, successes 
they have had and obstacles they have faced in pursuing justice for refugees.  

We remain linked to ARAN and participate in compiling a letter writing kit focusing on 

key issues for other organisations. Our local group has grown to 14 members plus 2 

members who are contacted via email. We remain committed to holding the 

government to account and hope the volume of letters sent reflects the community 

concern. 

 

Judy Reynolds 

Letter Writing Group Coordinator 
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Legal 

Visa Applications 

Earlier this year we assisted a family from Malaysia seeking protection visas for a couple 
with two children. Although there are some cultural and religious issues for some persons 
living in Malaysia, it is not generally regarded as a country many seek to leave or where 
there might be dangers if a person were to be returned. 

Our clients had made their protection visa application upon arrival in Australia in 2019. 
Their concern was primarily to do with religious persecution. Their application was refused, 
and they appealed against that refusal to the Administrative Review Tribunal (ART). 

The review hearing took place before the ART in early May 2025 and in June 2025 we were 
advised that the application for a review had been successful. The case has now been 
remitted to the Department of Home Affairs. Our clients are awaiting the confirmation of 
their protection visas. 

 

Criminal Proceedings 

We have a continuing matter for a refugee from Sudan who arrived in Australia about 20 
years ago.  He lived initially in Brisbane, where he had family. He had suffered very severe 
abuse as a child and became mentally ill.  He committed some offences in Queensland 
and spent time in prison there. Following the conclusion of his prison term our client was 
transferred to Villawood Detention Centre.   

While at Villawood our client suffered relapses of his mental health condition and 
assaulted another detainee.  Since then, he has been in prison in Sydney receiving 
psychiatric treatment and awaiting the conclusion of his charge matters. We have 
represented him throughout his proceedings in the Local Court, which has now moved to 
the District Court for a decision as to whether he has the capacity to enter a plea.   

We will continue to do what we can to assist refugees and asylum seekers with 

significant legal issues.   

 

Dr Hal Ginges 

Legal Coordinator and Public Officer 
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Fundraising  

Thanks to the generosity of our members and friends we raised $100,864 in the last financial 
year, $97,174 from donations and $3,690 from fundraising events.  

In October 2024, Alison Battisson, a human rights lawyer, spoke at a lunch in Springwood 
informing the audience of the latest developments in the refugee landscape nationally 
and internationally. 

Of particular note was a generous grant from the Nancy Shelley Bequest Fund donated 
through Blue Mountains Quakers. This grant was used to assist refugee families with back-
to-school expenses for primary and high school children. 

BMRSG had an opportunity during Refugee Week 2025 to hold a couple of very popular 
events. We held a very successful community dinner at Lawson to raise funds for Muzafar 
Ali who rode a bike 4,000km from Maleny to Adelaide to raise funds for schools for women 
and girls in Afghanistan, as well as schools for refugee children in Indonesia. Also, during 
this week Rosie Ravelston Bookshop, Lawson collaborated with BMRSG to host a talk by 
Shankari Chandran, the prize-winning author of several novels addressing refugee issues in 
Australia and Sri Lanka. Both these events were very well attended. 

Our thanks to all who have kindly donated throughout the year. Without these 

donations we would not be able to provide the financial support which is critical to the 

refugees we support living in the community. 

 

Barbara Barnard 

Fundraising Coordinator 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jane McQueen with Shankari 
Chandran at Rosie Ravelston Bookshop 
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Treasurer’s Report  

Financial Year Ending 30 June 2025 

During the past year the visa status of many of the people we support changed and 
consequently the total amount allocated for refugee payments has been reduced. For 
example, rent support decreased from $103k in 2023-2024 to $64k in 2024-2025.   

Other major allocations were for medical and food expenses (see pie chart). Income for the 
year was a total of $113k covering our expenses of $104k. 

We thank our donors for their continued support. They have enabled us to continue to meet 
the needs of refugees living under difficult circumstances. 

My special thanks go to Eunice Goodberg, Judy Lynch and Jane McQueen for their ongoing 
commitment to all things financial. 

 

Contact: treasurerdonations@bmrsg.org.au  

 

Laurie Brackenreg 

Treasurer                
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BMRSG Expense Analysis Financial Year 2024-2025 

 

 

      
       

2024-25  $ % 

Refugee Support Food 14.8k 14.31% 

Refugee Support Medical 7.1K 6.87% 

Refugee Support Rent 64.2k 62.09% 

Refugee Support School Money 1k 0.97% 

Property Hire  1.8k 1.74% 

Grant Ex Ruby Hammond Trust 5k 4.84% 

Insurance 2K 1.93% 

Miscellaneous 1K 0.97% 

All Other Expenses 4.1k 3.97% 

Cars for Refugees Scheme 1.4k 1.35% 

No Interest Loans  1k 0.97% 

Total $103.4 100.00% 

       

      
       

BMRSG FY2025 Expense Summary

6131 Cars 4 Refugees Scheme 1.4K 6132 No Interest Loans 1K

6348 Refugee Support Food 14.8K 6350 Refugee Support Medical 7.1K

6354 Refugee Support Rent 64.2K 6355 Refugee Support School Money 1K

6074 Property Hire 1.8K 6114 Grant Ex Ruby Hammond Trust 5K

6121 Insurance 2K 6126 Miscellaneous 1K

All Other Expenses 4.1K
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Auditor’s Report 

 

 

 


