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The Settlement Council of The Settlement Council of 
Australia acknowledges the Australia acknowledges the 
traditional custodians of the traditional custodians of the 
land on which we operate, the land on which we operate, the 
Ngunnawal people. We also Ngunnawal people. We also 
acknowledge the traditional acknowledge the traditional 
custodians of the various lands on custodians of the various lands on 
which migrants and refugees settle which migrants and refugees settle 
across Australia, and on which across Australia, and on which 
our sector operates. We pay our our sector operates. We pay our 
respects to Elders past and present respects to Elders past and present 
and celebrate the diversity of First and celebrate the diversity of First 
Nations people and their ongoing Nations people and their ongoing 
cultures and connections to our cultures and connections to our 
lands and waters. lands and waters. 

Acknowledgement 
of Country

We share a dream; a dream to 
not only find a home, but to 
find a place where we belong, 
thrive and live fulfilling lives. 
Through partnership, advocacy 
and collaboration, people 
are supported to be able to 
achieve this dream. 

From across the waters, 
people carry their own history, 
connections and culture along 
their journey and arrive on 
new lands to be welcomed 

into 65,000+ years of history, 
connections and culture. This 
new way honours the homes 
that people have come from 
and builds a new home on 
foundations that acknowledge 
the sovereignty of the First 
Peoples. 

True belonging can then 
flourish as knowledge, 
understanding, empathy and 
love make way for establishing 
a new shared home that was 
once just a shared dream. 
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The Settlement Council of The Settlement Council of 
Australia is grateful to Principal Australia is grateful to Principal 
Partner, the Department of Home Partner, the Department of Home 
Affairs, Conference Partners SSI, Affairs, Conference Partners SSI, 
SydWest, AMES, Thrive Refugee SydWest, AMES, Thrive Refugee 
Enterprises, FECCA, Cultura, and Enterprises, FECCA, Cultura, and 
Conference Sponsors Muslim Conference Sponsors Muslim 
Women Australia, NAATI, CMRC, Women Australia, NAATI, CMRC, 
TMSG, Cultural Perspectives, TMSG, Cultural Perspectives, 
Spectrum, AMRC, Merry Care, Spectrum, AMRC, Merry Care, 
MultiLink and SBS. MultiLink and SBS. 

Acknowledging 
Our Partners & 
Sponsors
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Introduction

Over three days on the Sunshine Over three days on the Sunshine 
Coast, the Settlement Council of Coast, the Settlement Council of 
Australia convened the Settlement Australia convened the Settlement 
and Talent Symposium (19 and Talent Symposium (19 
November 2025) followed by the November 2025) followed by the 
National Settlement Conference National Settlement Conference 
(20–21 November 2025). (20–21 November 2025). 

The events brought together 
more than 400 participants 
from across Commonwealth, 
state and local government, 
employers, unions, researchers, 
service providers, social 
enterprises, community 
leaders and people with 
lived experience into a single 
national conversation about 
Australia’s settlement system 

and its impact on core national 
priorities: productivity, housing, 
cohesion, safety, youth futures, 
health, disability and inclusion.  
This scale and diversity 
of participation enabled 
cross-system dialogue that 
cannot be achieved through 
individual programs or bilateral 
consultations alone.
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Introduction

The Settlement and Talent Symposium and the National 
Settlement Conference were intentionally designed as 
complementary policy forums, together advancing a coherent 
national conversation about the role of settlement in Australia’s 
economic prosperity, social cohesion and long-term nation-
building.

Together, the Symposium and Conference functioned as policy 
and system infrastructure: translating frontline experience and 
evidence into policy-relevant insights, testing reform directions, 
and aligning stakeholders around shared priorities. The return 
on investment is therefore realised not only through knowledge 
exchange, but through strengthened system coordination, 
reduced duplication, and clearer pathways for reform and 
implementation.

Across both events, settlement was consistently reframed as 
essential national infrastructure rather than a peripheral social 
service.

Participants articulated settlement as a system that underpins:
•	 Workforce participation and productivity
•	 Belonging and community stability
•	 Safety, wellbeing and long-term inclusion
•	 Regional sustainability and population policy outcomes

This reframing is significant. It positions settlement as a 
contributor to core government priorities including productivity, 
labour force participation, housing stability, prevention of 
violence, belonging and social cohesion, rather than as a 
discrete or siloed portfolio concern.

The National Settlement Conference reinforced that economic 
participation alone is insufficient if systems do not also deliver 
housing stability, safety, dignity and belonging. Together, 
the events demonstrated that productivity and cohesion are 
mutually reinforcing outcomes of well-designed settlement 
systems.

Symposium and 
Conference Purpose 

Settlement Reframed 
as National 
Infrastructure

Reconciliation, Social Cohesion and Legitimacy of
Settlement Policy
A defining feature of the Conference was its grounding in truth-
telling, reconciliation and justice. The launch of the Settlement 
Sector Reconciliation Commitment Statement positioned 
reconciliation as foundational to credible settlement and 
belonging work.

Evidence presented showed that culturally and linguistically 
diverse communities demonstrate strong willingness to engage 
in reconciliation and truth-telling, but face capability and access 
gaps. This presents an opportunity for government and the 
sector to strengthen social cohesion through inclusive, well-
designed learning and partnership initiatives.

Importantly, belonging and social cohesion were framed not 
as messaging or sentiment, but as the outcome of equitable 
systems that enable participation, address discrimination and 
share power with communities. This framing aligns settlement 
investment with broader democratic resilience and social 
cohesion objectives.

Conference Key 
Outcomes and 
Proposed Future 
Directions
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Introduction

Regional Settlement and Place-Based Returns
Sessions focused on regions demonstrated that successful 
regional settlement depends on preparing receiving 
communities as much as supporting new arrivals. Employment, 
transport, housing, education and everyday social infrastructure 
must be aligned to enable people to stay and contribute.

Place-based models shared at the Conference showed strong 
returns where settlement, employment and community 
development efforts are coordinated. These insights provide a 
foundation for more effective regional migration and workforce 
strategies, reducing transience and improving retention

Conference Key 
Outcomes and 
Proposed Future 
Directions

Settlement as a foundation for Safety, Housing and Prevention 
The National Settlement Conference made making explicit the 
connections between settlement, housing stability, safety from 
violence and long-term wellbeing.

Housing was consistently identified as foundational 
infrastructure. Participants demonstrated how housing insecurity 
undermines employment participation, education outcomes 
and family safety, particularly for newly arrived communities 
navigating an already stressed housing market. Digital 
gatekeeping, discrimination and lack of coordination across 
systems were highlighted as compounding barriers.

Family violence was framed not as a niche specialist issue, but 
as a settlement systems challenge. Settlement services were 
recognised as trusted early touchpoints capable of prevention, 
early identification and safe referral, provided systems are 
integrated and funding models allow flexibility.

These discussions reinforced that investment in settlement 
delivers downstream savings by reducing crisis demand across 
housing, health, justice and child protection systems.

The Role and Return of a National Peak Body
Across both events, the value of a strong national peak body 
was evident. 

SCOA’s role extended beyond representation to system 
stewardship, including:
•	 Convening cross-sector actors who do not routinely sit 

together
•	 Translating frontline and lived experience into policy-relevant 

evidence
•	 Aligning diverse initiatives under shared frameworks such as 

Road to Belonging
•	 Reducing duplication by identifying what works and where 

coordination is needed

The Symposium and Conference demonstrate that investment 
in the peak body yields returns far beyond the events 
themselves. It creates shared understanding, policy coherence, 
and implementation pathways that individual programs cannot 
achieve in isolation.

Collectively, the Settlement and Talent Symposium and the 
National Settlement Conference delivered:
•	 An evidence based economic and social case for settlement 

system strengthening
•	 Cross-system alignment around priority reform areas
•	 Clear, actionable directions for productivity, cohesion and 

prevention outcomes
•	 Enhanced collaboration across government, employers, 

unions, academia and communities
•	 Policy-ready insights that reduce fragmentation and increase 

reform readiness

The symposium and conference, led by the national peak body, 
enabled the conversion of dispersed knowledge and practice 
into coherent system strengthening directions, supporting 
Australia’s economic performance, belonging, social cohesion 
and long-term prosperity.
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Opening Plenary:
Shaping Our Shaping Our 
Shared Future: Shared Future: 
Justice, Truth and Justice, Truth and 
Reconciliation in Reconciliation in 
SettlementSettlement

MC:

Speakers:

Signing of the Reconciliation 
Commitment Statement:

Tasneem Chopra OAM

Thursday 20 November

H.E. Hon Ms Sam Mostyn AC, Governor General, (Video)

Kirstie Parker, Chair, Reconciliation Australia

Melissa Monteiro, CEO, CMRC

Amy Allerton, First Nations Artist
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Plenary:
We Share a Dream: We Share a Dream: 
Journeys, Voices, Journeys, Voices, 
FuturesFutures

Speaker:

Facilitator:

Soo-Jin Rhee,  UNHCR Representative, Australia, New Zealand 
and the Pacific

Dr. Renee Dixson,  Co-Founder, FDPNPanel:

Adama Kamara,  Deputy CEO, RCOA

Hangama Obaidullah,  Founder, Hangama Arts Canberra

The plenary established a clear The plenary established a clear 
premise: settlement is nation-premise: settlement is nation-
building work, grounded in truth-building work, grounded in truth-
telling, justice, reconciliation, and telling, justice, reconciliation, and 
belonging. Speakers positioned belonging. Speakers positioned 
settlement as a long-term, settlement as a long-term, 
relational process requiring relational process requiring 
systems reform, cultural integrity, systems reform, cultural integrity, 
and shared accountability.and shared accountability.

Summary:
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Key Messages: Belonging is relational, not transactional
Housing, language, and employment matter, but belonging 
is built through connection, dignity, and shared responsibility 
across communities and institutions. Social cohesion was framed 
as the condition that enables everything else to succeed. 

Reconciliation and Social Cohesion
Reconciliation Australia evidence showed culturally and 
linguistically diverse communities are highly willing to engage in 
reconciliation and truth-telling but feel less informed, pointing to 
a clear capability and partnership opportunity.

Employment and Participation
Speakers linked settlement directly to national productivity and 
inclusion:
•	 Faster recognition of overseas qualifications
•	 Future-skills development (digital, AI, problem-solving)
•	 Preventing ‘wasted talent’
•	 Targeted focus on women, youth, and those without formal 

qualifications

Settlement was framed as an economic and social 
infrastructure issue.

Global Context
UNHCR highlighted record global displacement alongside 
shrinking humanitarian funding, highlighting the urgency of 
effective, collaborative settlement ecosystems. 

Truth-Telling is Foundational
Settlement conversations must acknowledge Australia’s 
colonial history and First Nations sovereignty. The launch of 
the Settlement Sector Reconciliation Commitment Statement 
signalled that credibility on belonging depends on confronting 
this history and embedding reconciliation in practice. 

Care Equals Rigour and Collaboration
National leadership messaging emphasised that care requires 
strategic planning, cross-sector collaboration, and accountability 
in decision-making. 

Settlement is Future-Focused
Technological change and labour market shifts mean settlement 
systems must actively build future skills (digital literacy, AI 
awareness) to prevent widening inequities. 

Framework Offered to the Sector
Amy Allerton presented a unifying lens through her artwork:
“We Share a Dream”

Summary
Head:

Truth & knowledge  
Understanding history, 
justice, and structural 
context

Values & relationships 
Dignity, listening, 
cultural integrity

Action & systems
Policy, funding, 
leadership, co-design, 
cultural safety

Heart: Hands:



Settlement Council of Australia

18 19

Shaping Our FutureNational Settlement Conference

Breakout Session 1
Dreaming of Home: Dreaming of Home: 
Access to HousingAccess to Housing

Facilitator:

Panel:

Kaveh Navaei, Community Programs Lead MultiLink Community 
Services Inc.

Shankar Kasynathan, Human Rights Advocate

Dr. Berhan Ahmed, CEO, Africause Youth & Community Service

Eve Royle Mathews, Housing Lead, Australian Red Cross

19
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Housing was described as the Housing was described as the 
foundation of settlement, not just foundation of settlement, not just 
a service issue but the ground a service issue but the ground 
beneath employment, education, beneath employment, education, 
health, safety, and belonging. health, safety, and belonging. 
Participants emphasised that Participants emphasised that 
refugees are not entering a refugees are not entering a 
neutral housing system; they neutral housing system; they 
are entering an existing housing are entering an existing housing 
crisis, where structural pressures crisis, where structural pressures 
are magnified by racism, are magnified by racism, 
documentation gaps, language documentation gaps, language 
barriers, and digital exclusion. barriers, and digital exclusion. 

Summary

Key Issues 
Raised:

Structural Drivers

Long-term public 
disinvestment, housing 
treated primarily as 
an investment asset, 
and rising rents 
mean new arrivals 
face a market that is 
already failing low-
income households. 
Public narratives 
blaming refugees 
were challenged 
as inaccurate and 
harmful. 

Location vs 
Opportunity

Moving families to 
outer suburbs or 
regional areas may 
reduce rent but can 
sever access to jobs, 
education, childcare, 
and transport, 
turning housing into a 
barrier to workforce 
participation and 
belonging.

Hidden Homelessness

Many families survive 
in overcrowded, 
informal, or insecure 
housing (borrowed 
rooms, couch 
surfing, rooming 
houses, social media 
sublets) without 
leases or rights, 
creating constant 
risk of eviction and 
instability. 

Postcode Inequality

Outcomes depend 
heavily on where 
people are settled. 
Some areas have 
strong coordination 
and relationships with 
agents; others rely 
on under-resourced 
NGOs and culturally 
unsafe services. 

Digital Gatekeeping

Online-only 
applications, ‘two 
years’ rental history’, 
strict ID thresholds, 
and emerging AI 
screening tools 
exclude humanitarian 
entrants before 
human review occurs.  
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Summary

Practice Models 
Highlighted

Head-Lease/ 
Sub-lease Model 
(Australian Red Cross)

Provides a stabilisation 
bridge: clients gain 
tenancy education, 
budgeting skills, and 
rental history while 
reducing perceived 
landlord risk. Strong 
example of combining 
support and market 
engagement. 

Equity and Safety 

Racism, institutional 
bias, and language 
exclusion shape 
who is ‘seen as a 
legitimate tenant’. 
Women facing family 
violence, people 
without English, and 
those without formal 
documentation face 
layered exclusion.

Community Networks

Family and 
community hosting 
often fill gaps, but this 
is fragile and cannot 
replace systemic 
responsibility. 
Governments should 
learn from, and better 
support, community-
led wraparound 
responses.

Key Insight

Housing insecurity 
is a systems failure 
with settlement 
consequences. Stable, 
rights-based housing 
near opportunity is 
essential for economic 
participation, 
belonging, and safety. 
Without coordinated 
reform across 
housing, settlement, 
employment, and 
local infrastructure, 
people remain 
trapped in cycles 
of instability that 
undermine long-term 
belonging. 

Language Access 
Gaps

Free interpreting is 
available to agents but 
rarely used. Simple 
prompts, training, 
and accountability 
mechanisms were 
suggested as high-
impact improvements. 
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Breakout Session 2
Building Bridges: Building Bridges: 
Exploring Exploring 
Multiculturalism Multiculturalism 
and Social Cohesionand Social Cohesion

Facilitator:

Panel:

Mirsia Bunjaku, CEO, AMRC

Peter Doukas, Chair, FECCA

Senator Paul Scarr, Shadow Minister for Immigration, Shadow 
Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural Affairs

Hang Vo, CEO, Sacred Heart Mission

Emeritus Professor Andrew Jakubowicz, Sociology, University of 
Technology Sydney

25
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The session explored what social The session explored what social 
cohesion actually feels like in people’s cohesion actually feels like in people’s 
lives, beyond policy language. A key lives, beyond policy language. A key 
message: communities don’t talk about message: communities don’t talk about 
‘cohesion’ , they talk about whether ‘cohesion’ , they talk about whether 
systems listen, respond, and include systems listen, respond, and include 
them. Belonging was positioned as them. Belonging was positioned as 
something that must be actively built something that must be actively built 
through justice, participation, and through justice, participation, and 
everyday connection. everyday connection. 

Summary Key Issues Raised:

Exclusion is 
Experienced as Not 
Being Heard

Participants described 
everyday barriers: 
health systems that 
don’t meet women’s 
needs, young people 
lacking voice, 
migrants feeling 
they must ‘prove’ 
Australianness, and 
women leaders 
carrying heavy 
community workloads 
without structural 
support. 

Narratives Shape 
‘Social Licence’

Political discussion 
emphasised telling 
positive migration 
stories and building 
shared celebration, 
while also recognising 
that public debate 
and language can 
create pain and 
exclusion. Workforce 
participation and 
skills recognition 
were identified as 
essential to sustaining 
confidence in 
migration. 

Systemic Drivers of 
Division

Homelessness, 
income insecurity, 
discrimination, and 
criminalising policy 
settings were framed 
as systemic, not 
individual, drivers of 
exclusion. Racism 
and inequality were 
described as cohesion 
issues, not separate 
topics. 

Justice vs. ‘Cohesion’ 
Tension

A strong critique 
suggested ‘social 
cohesion’ can become 
a softer substitute for 
social justice, allowing 
structural inequality 
and racism to 
remain unaddressed. 
Cohesion without 
equity risks becoming 
symbolic. 

Future Pressures

Speakers pointed 
to increasing 
displacement, 
climate impacts, and 
demographic shifts. 
Effective responses 
require integration 
of settlement, 
multicultural, and 
community relations 
policy, currently seen 
as fragmented. 

What Works

•	 Embedding lived/
living experience 
leadership

•	 Holistic, person-
centred responses 
rather than siloed 
issue areas

•	 Grassroots 
community events 
(sport, celebration) 
as relationship 
infrastructure

•	 Stronger 
coordination 
across peaks, 
services, and 
communities

•	 Better 
demographic and 
cultural data to 
make communities 
visible in policy 
responses

Key Insight

Social cohesion is 
not built through 
messaging 
alone. It rests on 
equity, dignity, 
and participation, 
supported by systems 
that remove barriers 
and share power 
with communities. 
Belonging grows 
where justice, service 
design, and everyday 
human connection 
meet. 

Service Design 
Matters

Low-barrier, trauma-
informed approaches 
(‘no wrong door’ or 
even ‘no door’) and 
embedding lived and 
living experience 
in governance 
were highlighted as 
practice standards 
that strengthen 
belonging. 
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Breakout Session 3
We Share a Dream We Share a Dream 
of Safety: Ending of Safety: Ending 
Family ViolenceFamily Violence

Keynote:

Presentation:

Facilitator:

Panel:

Hon. Ged Kearney MP , Assistant Minister for the Prevention of 
Family Violence

Chris Majid, Senior Program Facilitator, Communicare

Dr. Shaymaa Elkadi, Director, Ruqi Consulting

Dr. Anyier Yuol, Corporate Partnerships Manager, Australia, 
UNHCR

Farida Hani, Coordinator Bridge to Belonging, Communicare

Dung Tran, Operations Manager, Immigrant Women’s Support 
Services

29
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Family violence was positioned as a Family violence was positioned as a 
core settlement and systems issue, core settlement and systems issue, 
not a niche specialist concern. Safety, not a niche specialist concern. Safety, 
belonging, housing stability, and belonging, housing stability, and 
economic participation were described economic participation were described 
as deeply interconnected. The session as deeply interconnected. The session 
emphasised that the sector is not emphasised that the sector is not 
short on evidence,  it needs structural short on evidence,  it needs structural 
follow-through, flexible funding, and follow-through, flexible funding, and 
integrated practice. integrated practice. 

Summary
Layered Barriers for 
Migrant and Refugee 
Women

Language access, 
visa insecurity, 
lack of system 
familiarity, stigma, 
systemic racism, and 
migration-related 
forms of abuse 
(e.g., visa abuse, 
dowry-related abuse, 
reproductive coercion, 
tech-facilitated 
control) create distinct 
risk and help-seeking 
patterns.

Working With Men 
is Necessary and 
Complex

Early intervention 
and accountability 
with men who 
use violence were 
highlighted, alongside 
tension about how 
to engage without 
minimising harm or 
centring perpetrator 
narratives. Practice 
must balance cultural 
responsiveness, 
trauma awareness, 
and survivor safety.

Safety is Linked to 
Settlement Stability

Housing, income 
access, and 
community 
connection directly 
affect women’s ability 
to leave violence and 
rebuild life. Settlement 
services are key 
infrastructure for early 
identification and 
trusted pathways.

Lived and Living 
Experience Leadership

‘Nothing about us 
without us’ was a 
core message. Lived 
experience was 
framed as expertise 
that must shape 
governance, program 
logic, and service 
design. 

Practice Models and 
Approaches

•	 Settlement-
embedded 
prevention: 
rights, consent, 
and respectful 
relationship 
education 
integrated across 
settlement stages. 

•	 Integrated 
settlement and 
specialist FDV 

Key Insight

Ending family violence 
in migrant and refugee 
communities requires 
integrated settlement 
pathways, culturally 
safe practice, lived 
experience leadership, 
and funding reform. 
Safety, dignity, and 
participation are 
inseparable, belonging 
cannot exist where 
violence and structural 
exclusion persist.

‘One Size Fits All’ 
Models Don’t Work

Generic service 
models fail to meet 
diverse needs. 
Government signals 
pointed to the need 
for funding flexibility, 
integrated responses, 
and scaling culturally 
safe models that 
already exist. 

Key Issues Raised:

models: reduce 
re-traumatisation 
through shared 
pathways and 
trust-based 
referrals. 

•	 Bilingual/bicultural 
workforce 
strategies: 
language and 
cultural safety as 
foundations for 
rapport and safety 
planning. 
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Breakout Session 4
From Dreaming From Dreaming 
to Doing: Regional to Doing: Regional 
FuturesFutures

Facilitator:

Panel:

Kwame Selormey, CEO, Melaleuca Australia

Aleem Ali, CEO, Welcoming Australia

Sasha Blok, Postdoctoral Research Fellow, Sydney Centre for 
Healthy Societies

Nicolette Frost, General Manager, The Neighbourhood Hub

Sharon Daishe, CEO, Mosaic Multicultural Connections

Arfa Sarfaraz, Regional SSD/Diversity Advisor, Gippsland 
Sectoral Development Team
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This session explored how regional This session explored how regional 
settlement must move from settlement must move from 
transactional migration (labour transactional migration (labour 
supply, short-term placement) supply, short-term placement) 
toward transformational belonging, toward transformational belonging, 
where people stay, participate, where people stay, participate, 
and shape their communities. and shape their communities. 
Success in regional futures Success in regional futures 
depends on relationships, everyday depends on relationships, everyday 
infrastructure, and preparing places infrastructure, and preparing places 
as much as supporting newcomers. as much as supporting newcomers. 

Summary:

Summary
Person-centred 
settlement is not yet 
the norm

Support is often 
time-limited and 
budget-driven rather 
than responsive to 
individual histories 
(trauma, language, 
driving, family roles, 
work readiness). 

Belonging grows in 
everyday shared 
spaces 

Arts, music, local 
events, and informal 
third places 
were highlighted 
as cohesion 
infrastructure, often 
overlooked but vital 
for solidarity and 
innovation. 

Employment barriers 
amplified in regions

Skilled migrants 
reported qualifications 
not recognised, lack 
of local references, 
and rejection based 
on ‘not Australian’ 
perceptions with 
fewer alternative 
pathways in regional 
labour markets. 

Funding models misfit 
regional reality

KPIs and funding 
structures often ignore 
travel distances, 
dispersion, and 
the relational time 
required to build trust. 

Practice Models 
Highlighted

•	 Co-designed 
community 
programs: 
Relationship-first 
approaches (e.g., 
Yazidi women’s 
sewing initiative) 
built safety, 
contribution, and 
participation 
pathways 
simultaneously. 

•	 Driver education 
partnerships: 

Key Insight

Regional futures 
depend on relationship 
infrastructure, 
community readiness, 
and everyday shared 
spaces, not just 
migration numbers 
or service programs. 
When places are 
prepared, migrants are 
supported holistically, 
and institutions 
are ready to learn, 
regional Australia 
becomes a site of 
mutual transformation 
and belonging.

Receiving 
communities need 
capability

Isolation, racism, 
limited services, 
and poor interpreter 
use in schools, 
health, housing, 
and policing shape 
belonging. Settlement 
success depends 
on mainstream 
institutions being 
ready. 

Key Issues Raised:

Licensing and 
car maintenance 
programs 
with police 
engagement 
improved safety, 
trust, and 
employment 
readiness. 

•	 Women-led 
bridge-building 
hubs: Distributed 
‘micro-hubs’ 
created 
connection across 
distance and 
reduced stigma. 
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Breakout Session 5
We Share a Dream: We Share a Dream: 
Reimagining Reimagining 
Settlement in the Settlement in the 
Age of AIAge of AI

Facilitator:

Panel:

Kyriakos Gold,  CEO, Just Gold

Elif Sahin,  Educational Designer, National Centre for Cultural 
Competence, The University of Sydney

Dr. Henry Fraser, Lecturer, QUT Law School, Associated 
Investigator at the Centre for Automated-Decision Making and 
Society

Maria Dimopoulos, CEO, SCOA
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This session positioned AI as a This session positioned AI as a 
settlement issue, not just a technology settlement issue, not just a technology 
topic. AI is already shaping how topic. AI is already shaping how 
migrants and refugees access visas, migrants and refugees access visas, 
services, employment systems, and services, employment systems, and 
information. The key question raised: information. The key question raised: 
Will AI widen exclusion, or can it be Will AI widen exclusion, or can it be 
shaped to support belonging, safety, and shaped to support belonging, safety, and 
participation? participation? 

Summary:

Summary
AI is not one 
thing. Speakers 
distinguished 
between:
•	 Conversational 

AI/chatbots 
(relationship, 
trust, and 
misinformation 
risks), and

•	 Automated 
decision-making 
systems (used in 
visas, compliance, 
and services  
where errors can 
have life-changing 
consequences). 

Real harms already 
occurring

An example 
highlighted 
how automated 
visa processes 
contributed to visa 
cancellation, job 
loss, and cascading 
disadvantage, 
illustrating how 
opaque systems 
undermine settlement 
stability. 

Cultural competence 
is human work

AI can assist with 
tasks, but cannot 
replace contextual 
judgement, ethical 
sensitivity, or 
relationship-building. 
AI should support, 
not replace, frontline 
human practice. 

Sector readiness 
concerns

Settlement services 
reported fear, limited 
understanding 
of automation in 
government systems, 
and a need for 
practical guidance to 
engage safely. 

Promising Directions

•	 Human-centred 
AI use: Tools 
designed to 
scaffold reflection, 
learning, 
and cultural 
competence,  
not replace 
professional 
judgement.

•	 Research–sector 
partnerships 
to generate 
evidence about 
AI demonstrate 
safety and risks.

•	 Co-design with 
settlement 
communities to 
ensure safeguards 
reflect lived 
realities. 

Key Insight

AI will shape 
settlement outcomes 
whether the sector 
is ready or not. 
The challenge is to 
ensure technology 
strengthens, rather 
than erodes, human 
connection, safety, 
and fairness.

Settlement systems 
must build capability, 
safeguards, and 
partnerships now to 
protect belonging in 
a rapidly changing 
digital landscape. 

Governance gaps

Most AI safeguards 
remain voluntary 
or inconsistent. 
Critical principles 
like transparency, 
contestability, human 
oversight, and bias 
mitigation are not yet 
embedded across 
systems that affect 
migrants. 

Key Issues 
Raised:
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Breakout Session 6
Pathways of Hope - Pathways of Hope - 
Building Safety and Building Safety and 
Belonging TogetherBelonging Together

Facilitator:

Panel:

Carole Pondevie-Lay

Paul Power, CEO, RCOA

Lisa Button, CEO, Community Refugee Sponsorship Australia

Soo-Jin Rhee,UNHCR Representative, Australia, New Zealand and 
the Pacific

Naji Nader,ANZ Program Manager, Talent Beyond Boundaries
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This session positioned This session positioned 
complementary pathways as essential complementary pathways as essential 
settlement infrastructure—not side settlement infrastructure—not side 
programs. With global displacement programs. With global displacement 
far exceeding available resettlement far exceeding available resettlement 
places, speakers argued Australia must places, speakers argued Australia must 
grow the overall solution, combining grow the overall solution, combining 
government, community, employer, government, community, employer, 
and education pathways to expand and education pathways to expand 
protection, safety, and belonging in protection, safety, and belonging in 
addition to the humanitarian intake.addition to the humanitarian intake.

Summary:

Summary
Resettlement alone is 
not enough

Global need vastly 
outstrips places. 
Complementary 
pathways (community 
sponsorship, labour 
mobility, education, 
family reunion) 
must be scaled to 
meet reality, while 
protecting the 
integrity of UNHCR-
referred resettlement.

Cost narratives block 
scale

Government 
cost concerns 
repeatedly stall 
expansion. Speakers 
argued for better 
economic evidence 
and shared-cost 
models (community, 
employers, 
universities) that 
reduce upfront public 
expenditure while 
improving long-term 
outcomes.

Additionality is the 
integrity test

A recurring concern 
was whether 
pathways add 
to Australia’s 
humanitarian intake 
or merely reshuffle 
places within 
the cap. Without 
clear additionality, 
pathways risk 
undermining 
protection outcomes.

Equity risks

Complementary 
pathways can 
privilege those with 
higher skills, English, 
or networks. Pathway 
design must actively 
lower barriers and 
include bridging 
supports so protection 
needs, not just 
employability, remain 
central.

Practice Models 
Highlighted

•	 Matched 
community 
sponsorship 
(CRISP): Strong 
settlement 
outcomes and 
social licence 
through everyday 
Australians 
welcoming 
refugees is 
powerful for 
cohesion, but 
reliant on sustained 
volunteer effort.

•	 Skilled refugee 
labour mobility 
(Talent Beyond 
Boundaries): 
Employment as an 
early settlement 
anchor addressing 
workforce 

Key Insight

Complementary 
pathways are not just 
visa mechanisms, 
they are belonging 
and social capital 
infrastructure. When 
designed with 
integrity, equity, 
and additionality, 
they expand safety, 
strengthen settlement 
outcomes, and build 
public support for 
refugee protection. 
The next step is 
coordinated national 
scaling grounded in 
evidence, partnership, 
and lived experience.

From pilots to system 
architecture

Australia has 
promising 
pilots (matched 
sponsorship, skilled 
labour mobility, 
student pathways), 
but most remain 
small-scale. The 
challenge is moving 
from pilots to 
coherent, national 
architecture with clear 
governance, volumes, 
safeguards, and 
timelines.

Key Issues Raised:

shortages, paired 
with community 
and service 
supports.

•	 Hybrid ‘Work 
and Welcome’ 
models: Employers 
partner with 
community groups 
to share costs 
and settlement 
responsibilities 
as emerging 
best practice for 
scalability.

•	 Refugee student 
pathways: 
Universities as 
engines of skills 
development 
and belonging, 
supported by 
trained welcome 
groups and 
aligned to priority 
occupations.
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Breakout Session 7
Reimagining Health Reimagining Health 
Equity through Equity through 
Connection and Connection and 
CareCare

Presentation:

Facilitator:

Panel:

Lee Yacoumis,  NAATI 

Dr. Judy Tang, Director & Clinical Neuropsychologist, Invictus 
Health AU

Mish Kumar-Johnson, Chairperson, Iceberg Foundation

Ruth Das, Partnership and Engagement Lead, Mental Health 
Australia

Jasmina Bajraktarevic, Community Services Coordinator, 
STARTTS
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This session reframed health equity This session reframed health equity 
as a core settlement and systems-as a core settlement and systems-
design issue, not a matter of individual design issue, not a matter of individual 
choice or service availability. Access, choice or service availability. Access, 
safety, consent, and dignity were safety, consent, and dignity were 
shown to depend on language access, shown to depend on language access, 
cultural responsiveness, power, and cultural responsiveness, power, and 
commissioning decisions. Health commissioning decisions. Health 
inequity was repeatedly described inequity was repeatedly described 
as a design failure, not a community as a design failure, not a community 
failure.failure.

Summary
Language access is 
safety infrastructure

Certified interpreters 
were positioned as 
essential to preventing 
harm, ensuring 
informed consent, 
and avoiding unethical 
practices (e.g. 
children interpreting 
in clinical settings). 
Despite high identified 
need, interpreter 
uptake remains low, 
revealing a significant 
implementation gap 
between policy intent 
and practice.

Belonging is a 
determinant of mental 
health

Feeling seen, safe, 
hopeful, and able 
to participate 
meaningfully 
was identified as 
foundational to 
wellbeing. When 
language and culture 
are not respected, 
people often 
disengage after a 
single failed attempt 
to access care, 
worsening long-term 
outcomes.

‘Mainstream’ is an 
exclusionary norm

Panellists challenged 
the idea of a neutral 
‘mainstream’, 
arguing it reflects 
a narrow cultural 
experience that 
marginalises others. 
This framing obscures 
who systems are 
actually designed 
for and perpetuates 
inequity at the policy, 
commissioning, and 
service-design levels.

Interpreter workforce 
sustainability is 
overlooked

Interpreters carry 
high cognitive and 
emotional load, 
including vicarious 
trauma, yet often 
work in casualised, 
under-supported 
conditions. Equity 
requires not only 
access to interpreters, 
but safe and 
sustainable workforce 
models.

Equity gaps for 
small and emerging 
language groups

Communities 
described having to 
‘prove’ their language 
exists to access 
services. Incentives 
and pathways for 
smaller language 
groups are limited, 
raising risks of 
exclusion. Technology 
(AI translation) was 
discussed cautiously, 
with strong warnings 
about uneven quality 
and equity risks.

Practice Models 
and Approaches 
Highlighted

•	 Certified 
interpreting 
systems (NAATI): 
national standards, 
ethics, and 
recertification as 
trust and safety 
mechanisms.

•	 Community-led 
mental health 
initiatives: micro-
grants enabled 
communities to 
design culturally 
grounded 
responses (e.g. 
gardens, podcasts, 
animations) that 
would not emerge 

Key Insight

Health equity cannot 
be achieved without 
language access, 
cultural safety, 
community leadership, 
and workforce 
sustainability. 
When systems fail 
to listen, explain, 
and share power, 
harm is predictable. 
When communities 
are resourced to 
lead and systems 
are redesigned 
around dignity and 
understanding, health 
becomes a foundation 
for belonging rather 
than a barrier to it.

Power shapes health 
outcomes

Health inequities were 
linked to broader 
power dynamics; 
eligibility rules, delays, 
invisibility, precarious 
workforces, and 
whose knowledge is 
recognised. Mental 
health distress 
was framed as a 
predictable outcome 
of these structural 
conditions, not an 
individual pathology.

Key Issues Raised:

from top-down 
models.

•	 Culturally grounded 
healing practices: 
food, community 
connection, 
celebration, and 
cultural continuity 
as legitimate 
wellbeing 
interventions 
alongside clinical 
care.

•	 Hybrid specialist–
mainstream 
models: rejecting 
‘one size fits all’ 
cycles in favour of 
complementary 
specialist expertise 
plus strengthened 
mainstream 
capability.
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Breakout Session 8
Multicultural Multicultural 
Media: Storytelling Media: Storytelling 
for Belonging and for Belonging and 
VisibilityVisibility

Facilitator:

Panel:

Nour Haydar, Host & Senior Producer, Guardian Australia

Antuon Issa, Journalist & Digital Media Specialist

Paula Kruger, CEO, Media Diversity Australia

Unjela Kaleem, Executive Director, Orsus Consulting
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This session positioned multicultural This session positioned multicultural 
media as democratic and settlement media as democratic and settlement 
infrastructure. Journalism was infrastructure. Journalism was 
described as a powerful force that described as a powerful force that 
can either strengthen belonging can either strengthen belonging 
through nuance, accountability, and through nuance, accountability, and 
representation with power, or deepen representation with power, or deepen 
exclusion through moral panic, deficit exclusion through moral panic, deficit 
narratives, and episodic visibility. The narratives, and episodic visibility. The 
discussion focused on who gets to discussion focused on who gets to 
shape stories, not just who appears in shape stories, not just who appears in 
them.them.

Summary:

Summary
Representation 
without power is 
performative

Progress cannot be 
measured by visible 
diversity alone. 
The real question is 
whether culturally 
diverse journalists 
and communicators 
influence 
commissioning, 
framing, language, 
and editorial priorities, 
particularly on 
contested national 
issues.

Impartiality can be 
misused

Debates about 
impartiality were 
described as 
sometimes being 
weaponised to 
silence diverse 
perspectives, rather 
than strengthening 
ethical journalism and 
accountability.

Structural 
gatekeeping mirrors 
settlement barriers

International 
experience and 
diverse capability are 
often discounted due 
to narrow recruitment 
norms and relatability 
bias. This parallels 
broader migrant 
employment barriers 
around credential 
recognition and local 
experience.

Independent 
and community 
media as cohesion 
infrastructure

Community and 
independent outlets 
are filling critical 
gaps, telling nuanced 
stories, reaching 
second-generation 
audiences, and 
building trust where 
mainstream media 
has failed to reflect 
lived realities.

Practice Models 
and Approaches 
Highlighted

•	 Community 
media storytelling 
that allows 
communities 
to define what 
matters, not 
just respond to 
stereotypes.

•	 Independent 
media platforms 
engaging 
audiences who 
feel unseen by 

Key Insight

Multicultural media 
is not peripheral, 
it shapes who 
belongs, who is 
believed, and who 
is visible. Belonging 
requires more than 
representation; it 
requires power, 
narrative control, and 
everyday visibility 
beyond moments of 
crisis. Strengthening 
multicultural and 
independent media 
is therefore a critical 
lever for settlement 
outcomes, social 
cohesion, and 
democratic trust.

Deficit narratives and 
crisis-only visibility

Migrant and refugee 
communities are 
most visible in 
moments of crisis, 
controversy, or harm. 
This episodic visibility 
reinforces moral 
panic and obscures 
everyday contribution, 
leadership, and 
complexity.

Key Issues Raised:

mainstream 
narratives.

•	 Media literacy 
initiatives within 
multicultural 
communities 
to navigate 
misinformation, 
algorithms, and 
polarisation.

•	 Editorial influence 
pathways (not 
just entry-level 
diversity) as the 
true measure of 
progress.
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Breakout Session 9
We Share a Dream: We Share a Dream: 
Disability, Rights, Disability, Rights, 
Inclusive FuturesInclusive Futures

Facilitator:

Panel:

Iga Morzynska, Project and Policy Coordinator, SCOA

Grace Edward, Playwright & Creative Producer, JUTE Theatre 
Company

Margherita Coppolino, Director, Australian Women’s Health 
Alliance

Sadikshya Dulal, Policy and Project Officer
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This session explored what true This session explored what true 
inclusion looks like for migrants inclusion looks like for migrants 
and refugees with disability in the and refugees with disability in the 
settlement sector, framed as a rights-settlement sector, framed as a rights-
based agenda that must be embedded based agenda that must be embedded 
into systems rather than treated as an into systems rather than treated as an 
afterthought. afterthought. 

Summary

Key Insight: True inclusion for migrants 
and refugees with disability 
requires a shift from reactive 
accommodation to proactive 
system design. Settlement 
systems must embed rights 
literacy, intersectional practice, 

inclusive employment, and 
genuine power-sharing. When 
accessibility and dignity are 
designed in from the start, 
people with disability are not 
supported to cope, they are 
enabled to belong, contribute, 
and lead.

Migration and 
settlement systems 
still encode 
‘worthiness’

Participants 
highlighted how 
migration and welfare 
settings often treat 
disability through a 
cost or burden lens. 
This shapes who is 
considered welcome, 
influences access to 
permanency, and can 
generate internalised 
shame that delays 
help-seeking and 
participation.

Employment pathways 
remain a major 
exclusion point

Disability intersects 
with racism, language 
barriers, trauma, and 
employer attitudes. 
Barriers include 
unsafe disclosure 
environments, 
lack of reasonable 
adjustments, narrow 
performance 
expectations, and 
tick-box inclusion 
approaches that fail to 
recognise the whole 
person.

The ‘perfect migrant’ 
myth delays access 
and harms wellbeing

Strong cultural 
narratives about 
self-reliance and 
not ‘taking’ from 
the system can 
prevent migrants 
with disability from 
accessing healthcare, 
income support, 
or adjustments, 
sometimes for years. 
Rights literacy is 
therefore a settlement 
issue, not just a 
disability issue.

Intersectionality 
is operational, not 
abstract

Disability cannot 
be separated from 
culture, gender, 
sexuality, trauma, 
literacy, or migration 
status. Siloed systems 
push people between 
services, undermining 
safety, dignity, and 
continuity of support.

Power and 
governance matter

‘Nothing about 
us without us’ 
was repeatedly 
emphasised. Inclusion 
requires people with 
disability, particularly 
from migrant and 
refugee backgrounds, 
to hold decision-
making power as 
staff, leaders, board 
members, and co-
design partners.

Practice Models and 
Approaches 

Rights-based 
settlement practice: 
shifting from charity 
or accommodation 
models to proactive 
prevention of 
discrimination 
(‘positive duty’ 
thinking).

Whole-of-person 
intake and support: 
understanding identity, 
culture, disability, 
family support, and 
aspirations together, 
rather than through 
silos.

Disability inclusion is 
often an afterthought 
in settlement services

Many settlement 
services lack 
confidence in 
disability rights 
frameworks and legal 
obligations, leading 
to reactive practice 
(‘we scramble when a 
client has disability’) 
rather than inclusive 
design across 
programs, premises, 
communications, and 
governance.

Key Issues Raised:

Inclusive employment 
by design: embedding 
reasonable 
adjustments at 
recruitment, interview, 
and workplace 
stages, not waiting for 
disclosure or crisis.

Layered inclusion 
frameworks: mindset / 
environment / service 
delivery / system 
integration, ensuring 
accessibility is built 
across all levels.

Visible inclusion 
signals: staffing, 
imagery, language, 
and physical spaces 
that communicate 
safety and belonging 
from first contact.
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Breakout Session 10
Research that Research that 
Matters: Evidence, Matters: Evidence, 
Ethics, and Ethics, and 
ParticipationParticipation

Facilitator:

Panel:

Rebecca Power, CEO of Spectrum

Dr. Louise Olliff, Senior Policy Advisor, RCOA

Dr. Melissa Phillips, Acting Director, Policy and Research 

Acting Director, Policy and Research, Whitlam Institute

Eva Hussain, Founder and Director, Polaron Connect

Professor Fethi Mansouri, UNESCO Chair, Founding Director, 
Alfred Deakin Institute for Citizenship and Globalisation
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This session positioned research as This session positioned research as 
settlement infrastructure, valuable settlement infrastructure, valuable 
only when it redistributes power, only when it redistributes power, 
builds trust, and leads to tangible builds trust, and leads to tangible 
change. Panellists challenged change. Panellists challenged 
extractive research practices and extractive research practices and 
argued that evidence matters when argued that evidence matters when 
it is ethically grounded, community-it is ethically grounded, community-
governed, and designed for governed, and designed for 
implementation, not shelf life.implementation, not shelf life.

Summary:

Summary

Key Insight: Research strengthens 
settlement outcomes when 
it serves communities, 
not extracts from them. 
Ethical, participatory, and 
implementation-ready evidence 
builds trust, sharpens policy 

influence, and accelerates 
change. Designing research 
with power-sharing, inclusion, 
and uptake in mind turns 
evidence into a catalyst for 
belonging, capability, and 
system reform.

Research fatigue and 
extractive practice

Communities are 
over-consulted and 
under-benefited. 
Repeated data 
collection without 
visible outcomes 
erodes trust and 
participation, 
weakening the 
sector’s legitimacy to 
convene.

Evidence–
implementation gap

Reports are too often 
treated as endpoints. 
Without an advocacy, 
communications, 
and implementation 
plan, research fails 
to influence policy or 
practice.

Ethics beyond 
compliance

University ethics 
approval is 
insufficient. Ethical 
research requires co-
design from problem 
definition, paid 
participation, trauma-
informed methods, 
language access, 
shared governance, 
and clear pathways to 
change.

Who is ‘community’ 
and who holds power

Community-
led research can 
include practitioner-
researchers 
embedded in services. 
There is also a 
need to research 
communities of 
power (policy makers, 
commissioning 
processes) to 
understand why 
evidence is adopted 
or buried.

Access and inclusion 
in research

Ethics processes and 
methods can exclude 
those most affected 
(language, literacy, 
trauma). Inclusive 
consent, translation, 
and mixed methods 
are essential to avoid 
biased samples and 
distorted narratives.

Practice Models 
and Approaches 
Highlighted

•	 Co-design by 
default: shared 
governance from 
the outset; pay 
and credit co-
researchers.

•	 Capacity-
building: train 
peer/community 
researchers to 
retain knowledge 
locally.

•	 Trauma-informed 
methods: 

Power and 
participation

Performative co-
design remains 
common. True 
participation means 
decision-making 
power, authorship/
credit, and capability-
building, not token 
engagement after 
decisions are set.

Key Issues Raised:

debriefing, safety 
planning, and 
strengths-based 
framing.

•	 Mixed methods: 
combine metrics 
with lived-
experience 
case studies to 
influence policy 
and narrative.

•	 Implementation-
by-design: 
build advocacy, 
comms, and 
uptake pathways 
alongside the 
research.
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Breakout Session 11
Dreaming Beyond Dreaming Beyond 
Borders - Sport as Borders - Sport as 
Settlement FuturesSettlement Futures

Facilitator:

Panel:

Adam Cassidy, Equity, Diversity and Inclusion, Australian Sports 
Commission

Akec Makur Chuot, Former AFLW Player

Roman Abasy, Founder, Roman Taekwondo Academy

Rana Hussain, CEO & Founder, Good Human
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This session positioned sport as This session positioned sport as 
powerful settlement infrastructure, a powerful settlement infrastructure, a 
fast, accessible way to build belonging, fast, accessible way to build belonging, 
identity, wellbeing, and social identity, wellbeing, and social 
connection for migrant and refugee connection for migrant and refugee 
communities. Sport was described communities. Sport was described 
as a shared national language that as a shared national language that 
can either accelerate inclusion or can either accelerate inclusion or 
reproduce exclusion, depending reproduce exclusion, depending 
on how systems, leadership, and on how systems, leadership, and 
partnerships are designed.partnerships are designed.

Summary:

Summary Key Issues Raised:

Belonging Happens 
Through Practice, Not 
Policy Alone

Sport creates 
belonging through 
rituals, teamwork, 
shared goals, and 
vulnerability. When 
spaces are safe and 
inclusive, connection 
can form faster than 
through many formal 
services.

Risk of Saviour 
Narratives and 
Extraction

Using refugee stories 
to promote clubs 
or codes without 
consent, power-
sharing, or benefit, 
was named as a 
real ethical risk. 
Inclusion must not 
be reputational or 
exploitative.

Sport Systems Mirror 
Broader Exclusion

Despite inclusive 
language, many 
sporting structures 
were built around 
a narrow ‘norm’. 
Hidden barriers 
persist in governance, 
leadership 
representation, 
pathways, and club 
culture meaning 
inclusion efforts often 
stay surface-level.

Access Barriers are 
Practical and Solvable

Transport, cost, 
location, and complex 
registration processes 
remain major 
participation barriers. 
Programs fail when 
they don’t align with 
community realities or 
interests.

Untapped Pathways 
into Employment and 
Leadership

Highly skilled refugee 
athletes often 
lack recognition 
and pathways 
into coaching, 
administration, or 
sport-sector jobs, 
despite strong 
leadership and 
transferable skills.

Practice Models and 
Approaches 

•	 Refugee-designed 
sport programs 
embedded 
in settlement 
contexts (e.g. 
community hubs, 
schools).

•	 Low-cost, 
local, culturally 
safe delivery 
with simplified 
onboarding.

•	 Ethical 
partnerships 
that prioritise 
consent, shared 
decision-making, 
and community 
benefit.

Key Insight

Sport is not an add-on 
to settlement, it is one 
of the most powerful 
tools available to 
build belonging and 
social capital. When 
designed with lived 
experience leadership, 
ethical partnership, 
and practical access 
in mind, sport can 
accelerate settlement 
outcomes and 
challenge narrow 
narratives about who 
belongs in Australia.

Lived Experience 
Leadership is Essential

Programs designed 
and led by people 
with lived refugee and 
migrant experience 
were consistently 
identified as more 
trusted, relevant, and 
impactful. Without this 
leadership, inclusion 
risks becoming 
symbolic.
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Breakout Session 12 
Community Community 
Collaborations Collaborations 
and Partnerships and Partnerships 
- Western Sydney - Western Sydney 
Region Settlement Region Settlement 
ConsortiumConsortium

Fishbowl Session: Clement Meru, Settlement & Community Services Manager, 
SydWest Multicultural Services

Priscella Mabor, Head of Innovation & Impact, CMRC

Dor Akech Akech - Interim CEO (Western Sydney MRC),
April Pan - Manager -Community Engagement & Services 
(ADSi)
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This session used the Western Sydney This session used the Western Sydney 
Region Settlement Consortium as Region Settlement Consortium as 
a live case study in the practical a live case study in the practical 
question: ‘collaboration or question: ‘collaboration or 
competition?’ and what it takes competition?’ and what it takes 
to collaborate meaningfully in a to collaborate meaningfully in a 
settlement environment shaped by settlement environment shaped by 
competitive funding, rising need, and competitive funding, rising need, and 
a crowded provider landscape.a crowded provider landscape.

Summary Key Issues and Insights:

Collaboration as a 
Strategic Response to 
System Pressure

Trust is the Critical 
Infrastructure

Collective Voice 
Strengthens Advocacy 
and Influence

Partnership Work is 
Expected but Rarely 
Resourced

Communities as 
Partners, not Clients

With over 100 SETS providers nationally and extreme provider 
density in Western Sydney (up to 20 providers across 6 LGAs, 
and 10 providers in one local area), the session questioned 
whether more providers automatically benefit communities or 
instead create duplication, fragmentation, and competition that 
undermines impact 

Collaboration was consistently described as work, not goodwill. 

The consortium is underpinned by explicit trust mechanisms:
•	 agreed principles and transparency
•	 shared financial arrangements
•	 clear governance structures (CEO strategic forum; managers’ 

operational forum)

Trust was identified as the difference between symbolic 
collaboration and functional system coordination.

Operating as a consortium has enabled coordinated advocacy 
bringing community members to Parliament, making collective 
submissions (e.g. HSP), and engaging ministers with a unified 
regional voice. This shifted advocacy from isolated organisational 
lobbying to system-level influence grounded in lived experience.

Participants highlighted a structural contradiction: collaboration 
is strongly encouraged by funders, yet partnership labour 
(relationship-building, coordination, governance) is largely 
invisible in funding and reporting frameworks. The consortium 
model partially resolves this by embedding collaboration as 
‘core business’ rather than an add-on.

A critical intervention reframed collaboration beyond provider-
to-provider relationships. Community leaders, particularly 
ethno-specific organisations, have evolved in capability and 
influence, yet are still often treated as service recipients rather 
than partners. The session surfaced the persistent invisibility 
of ‘minorities within minorities’ and the need to rethink power, 
representation, and partnership models.
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Key Issues Raised:

Practice Model 
Highlighted

Key Insight

The Consortium Approach:
•	 Agreed regional catchments and service roles
•	 Shared resourcing and pooled workforce development
•	 Collective branding alongside organisational autonomy
•	 Rotating lead-agency roles for different funding streams
•	 Joint advocacy, training, and community events (e.g. Refugee 

Week)

This model enabled both service continuity and innovation under 
constrained funding conditions.

This session reframed collaboration as settlement infrastructure, 
not goodwill. In an overcrowded and competitive funding 
environment, trust-based consortia offer a viable model for 
reducing fragmentation, strengthening advocacy, building 
workforce capability, and centring communities as partners. 
The Western Sydney experience demonstrates that when 
collaboration is purpose-driven, transparently governed, and 
community-centred, it can deliver stronger outcomes than 
competition alone and provides a blueprint for system-wide 
reform.

Summary
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Plenary
Equal Dreams, Equal Dreams, 
Equal Futures: Equal Futures: 
Gender and Gender and 
Settlement PathwaysSettlement Pathways
Speaker:

Facilitator:

Panel:

Dr. Anna Cody, Sex Discrimination Commissioner

Malini Raj, CEO, The Australian Multicultural Women’s Alliance

Sneha Chatterjee, First Assistant Secretary, Office for 
Multicultural Affairs

Nesreen Bottriell, CEO Australian Muslim Women’s Centre for 
Human Rights

Sandra Elhelw, Director, Community Development, Multicultural 
NSW

Gulnara Abbasova, Director, Multicultural Centre for Women’s 
and Family Safety, SSI

Louisa Wall, Former MP and Ambassador for Gender Equality 
(Pacific)/Tuia Tāngata, New Zealand
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The plenary reframed settlement The plenary reframed settlement 
as core social infrastructure that as core social infrastructure that 
underpins safety, participation, and underpins safety, participation, and 
belonging. Panellists highlighted that belonging. Panellists highlighted that 
settlement systems are not gender-settlement systems are not gender-
neutral, having been historically neutral, having been historically 
shaped around a male breadwinner shaped around a male breadwinner 
model, which has systematically model, which has systematically 
overlooked and under-resourced overlooked and under-resourced 
women’s experiences. Gender women’s experiences. Gender 
was positioned not as a specialist was positioned not as a specialist 
concern, but as a foundational design concern, but as a foundational design 
consideration for effective settlement consideration for effective settlement 
policy and practice.policy and practice.

Summary

Key Insight Gender equity cannot be an 
add-on to settlement policy. 
When settlement systems are 
designed around women’s 
lived realities, trust, care, 

safety, culture, and connection, 
they become powerful engines 
for equality, belonging, and 
long-term participation.

Key Issues and Insights:

Settlement is a 
gender-equality and 
safety pathway 

Settlement 
factors including 
language, income, 
transport, networks, 
information, and 
trust, were framed 
as preconditions 
for women’s safety 
and equality. For 
many migrant and 
refugee women, 
settlement services 
are the first and 
most trusted point of 
contact, including for 
disclosures related to 
family violence.

Intersectionality of 
systems 

The session pushed 
the sector to move 
beyond talking about 
intersecting identities 
to examining how 
systems intersect; 
settlement, DFV, 
childcare, language 
services, housing, 
employment, and 
where women fall 
through gaps between 
them.

Trust sits outside 
specialist systems

Women often 
disclose in settlement, 
health, education, 
and community 
services, not specialist 
DFV services. 
Yet settlement 
organisations are not 
funded or structurally 
recognised as 
early-intervention 
infrastructure, creating 
risk and burnout.

Power, governance, 
and commissioning 
matter

Good practice at 
the frontline cannot 
compensate for 
fragmented policy, 
siloed portfolios, and 
funding models that 
do not authorise or 
resource collaboration. 
Women-led and 
community-governed 
approaches were 
highlighted as critical 
to lasting change.

Cultural safety and 
anti-racism are non-
negotiable

Women from 
racialised and faith 
communities face 
a double bind: 
fear of racism and 
stereotyping can 
deter help-seeking, 
while mainstream 
systems may treat 
them as ‘too hard’, 
leading to referral 
dumping onto under-
resourced multicultural 
women-led services.

Practice Approaches 

•	 Trust-based, 
women-
led services 
as essential 
infrastructure 
for safety and 
belonging

•	 Shared-
responsibility 
models between 
settlement and 
specialist services 
(beyond one-off 

Economic 
participation metrics 
are too narrow

A strong critique 
emerged of 
settlement success 
measures that 
privilege rapid 
labour-market entry. 
Women’s pathways 
are often non-linear 
and shaped by care, 
trauma recovery, 
childcare access, and 
language learning. 
Narrow metrics can 
‘design women out’ of 
policy.

training)
•	 Relational 

approaches 
to belonging, 
including 
connection to 
place, community, 
and culture

•	 Capability models 
that include 
supervision, 
consultation, and 
ongoing specialist 
support, not just 
training
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Plenary
What Does the What Does the 
Future of an Future of an 
Inclusive Settlement Inclusive Settlement 
Sector Look Like?Sector Look Like?

Facilitator:

Panel:

Barrie Cassidy, Political Journalist

Dr. Gillian Long, CEO Migrant Resource Centre Tasmania

Elizabeth Collett, Global Fellow, Migration Policy Institute

David Hua, Director Audio and Language Content, SBS

Laumanu Puamau, Melbourne Cultural Community Advisory

Paris Aristotle AO, CEO, Victorian Foundation for Survivors of 
Torture Inc. (VFST)

Aisya A. Zaharin, Doctorate Researcher, The University of 
Queensland
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This plenary explored the future This plenary explored the future 
conditions required for an inclusive, conditions required for an inclusive, 
resilient settlement ecosystem, resilient settlement ecosystem, 
recognising that settlement outcomes recognising that settlement outcomes 
are shaped not only by specialist are shaped not only by specialist 
services, but by public narratives, services, but by public narratives, 
mainstream systems, funding mainstream systems, funding 
incentives, and political leadership. incentives, and political leadership. 
Speakers challenged the idea of a Speakers challenged the idea of a 
standalone settlement sector, instead standalone settlement sector, instead 
advancing a whole-of-ecosystem advancing a whole-of-ecosystem 
responsibility for belonging, responsibility for belonging, 
participation, and inclusion.participation, and inclusion.

Summary
Key Issues Raised:

Public Narrative 
is Settlement 
Infrastructure

Inflated and politicised 
migration numbers, 
racialised framing, 
and misinformation 
were identified as 
major barriers to 
inclusion. Even strong 
settlement practice 
is undermined when 
public discourse 
creates hostility in the 
receiving environment. 
Coordinated narrative 
leadership was 
framed as a core 
sector responsibility.

Intersectional Inclusion 
must be Operational, 
not Rhetorical

LGBTQ+ migrants, 
faith-based 
communities, people 
on temporary 
visas, and other 
marginalised cohorts 
experience layered 
exclusion. Inclusion 
fails when systems 
treat diversity as 
homogenous or ‘too 
hard’, or when safety 
is not visibly and 
practically embedded.

The ‘Silent Arrival’ 
Gap Creates Long-
Term Exclusion

New migrants often 
receive a visa grant 
with little or no 
structured follow-up. 
Early disconnection, 
particularly from 
employment, 
language, and service 
navigation, can 
lock people out of 
opportunity for years. 
Systems need to 
engage from day one, 
not years later.

Competition 
Undermines 
Collaboration and 
Impact

Funding scarcity 
and competitive 
commissioning 
drive fragmentation, 
weaken long-term 
planning, and erode 
collective advocacy. 
Current incentives 
reward survival, 
not coordination or 
system stewardship.

From Settlement 
Sector to Settlement 
Ecosystem

Mainstream systems 
(health, housing, 
education, AOD, 
justice, sport) 
frequently refuse or 
exclude culturally 
diverse clients, 
pushing risk and 
responsibility back 
onto settlement 
workers. Inclusion 
must be owned across 
the ecosystem, with 
shared standards and 
accountability.

Practice Approaches 

•	 Multilingual 
trusted media as 
a settlement tool 
for countering 
misinformation 
and explaining 
policy change

•	 Relational, 
community-
anchored 
engagement 
models that 
precede service 
uptake

•	 No-wrong-door 
principles across 
settlement and 
mainstream 
services

•	 Ecosystem 
thinking: inclusion 
standards applied 
beyond specialist 
programs

Trust-First 
Engagement Matters

For many 
communities, help-
seeking is relational, 
not transactional. 
Services that rely 
on ‘come to us’ 
models miss people 
entirely. Community 
connectors, place-
based trust, and 
culturally congruent 
engagement 
are essential to 
participation and 
employment 
pathways.

Key Insight

An inclusive 
settlement future 
cannot be delivered 
by specialist services 
alone. Belonging 
is produced, or 
denied, by narratives, 
systems, incentives, 
and relationships 
across the entire 
ecosystem. The 
next phase of 
settlement reform 
requires coordinated 
narrative leadership, 
early connection, 
mainstream 
accountability, and 
funding models that 
reward collaboration 
over competition.
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Plenary: Road to 
Belonging:
A Collective Strategy A Collective Strategy 
for Australian for Australian 
Settlement Services Settlement Services 

Facilitator:

Panel:

Maria Dimopoulos AM, CEO, SCOA

Chair Working Group 1 → Farida Hani

Chair Working Group 2 → Clement Meru

Chair Working Group 3 → Dor Achiek

Chair Working Group 4 → Lena Etuk

Chair Working Group 5 → Angelica Svensson
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Road to Belonging was presented as a Road to Belonging was presented as a 
shared, sector-wide implementation shared, sector-wide implementation 
strategy designed to strengthen settlement strategy designed to strengthen settlement 
outcomes over a five-year horizon. The outcomes over a five-year horizon. The 
central premise is that belonging cannot central premise is that belonging cannot 
be delivered by any single program or be delivered by any single program or 
provider: it is produced through a whole provider: it is produced through a whole 
ecosystem, people, communities, informal ecosystem, people, communities, informal 
supports, specialist migrant supports, and supports, specialist migrant supports, and 
the broader settlement sector working in the broader settlement sector working in 
alignment. The strategy therefore aims to alignment. The strategy therefore aims to 
coordinate roles, standards, capability and coordinate roles, standards, capability and 
evidence across this ecosystem, shifting evidence across this ecosystem, shifting 
settlement from fragmented activity to settlement from fragmented activity to 
coherent, system-stewardship reform.coherent, system-stewardship reform.

Summary
The presentation positioned Road to Belonging as a response to 
the reality that settlement journeys are shaped by both formal 
services and informal community infrastructure (family, cultural 
networks, local community). Effective settlement therefore 
requires power-sharing and clear role definition between 
services and communities, rather than expecting formal 
providers to hold responsibility for outcomes alone.

Road to Belonging was described as intentionally co-designed 
and sector-led: a design team guided the process, three design 
sessions brought together dozens of participants, and a large 
number of organisations have already committed to participate 
in implementation. This signals the strategy is not aspirational 
only, it is being built as an actionable delivery architecture with 
distributed ownership.

The strategy’s vision is that Australia becomes a country where 
people of migrant and refugee backgrounds belong, thrive 
and live fulfilling lives. Importantly, the settlement sector’s 
role is framed as partnering with people so they can pursue 
a settlement journey that works best for them and their 
community, moving away from one-size-fits-all pathways toward 
person-led and community-fit approaches.

1.	 Empowered settlement journeys
2.	 Partnering with migrant and refugee communities
3.	 Cross-sector collaboration
4.	 Settlement workforce 
5.	 Monitoring and evaluation 
6.	 Research and systems change

Road to Belonging was presented as an integrated delivery 
framework that advances coordinated dialogue and system 
reform, strengthens sector capability, connects policy practice–
research, tests shared frameworks through measurable 
standards and indicators, and builds social capital through 
structured engagement with communities, volunteers, 
corporates and broader society.

Why it Exists: Settlement 
Requires Coordinated 
System Design

How it was Built: 
Sector-owned and 
Implementation-focused

The Ambition: Belonging 
as the Outcome

Strategy Architecture: The 
Six Working Groups: What 
they are Building

Overall Contribution
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Plenary
We Share a Dream: We Share a Dream: 
Our Children, Our Our Children, Our 
FutureFuture

Facilitator:

Panel:

Commissioner Sue-Anne Hunter, National Commissioner for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children and Young People

Princess, Australia Young Ambassador, UNICEF

Vicki Mau , CEO, 54 Reasons

Rana Ebrahimi,National Manager, Multicultural Youth Advocacy 
Network (MYAN)

Jatinder Kaur, Director, JK Diversity Consultants
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This plenary centred children and This plenary centred children and 
young people as core stakeholders in young people as core stakeholders in 
settlement, not secondary beneficiaries. settlement, not secondary beneficiaries. 
Speakers argued that effective settlement Speakers argued that effective settlement 
systems must recognise children’s rights, systems must recognise children’s rights, 
participation, safety, and development participation, safety, and development 
as foundational to long-term belonging, as foundational to long-term belonging, 
social cohesion, and future workforce social cohesion, and future workforce 
participation.participation.

Summary Key Issues 
Raised:

Children are Often 
Invisible in Data and 
Systems

Migrant and 
refugee children 
are inconsistently 
captured across 
service datasets, 
limiting policy 
attention and 
resourcing. This 
creates a cycle of no 
data, no visibility, no 
tailored responses.

Children and 
Youth are a Major 
Settlement Cohort 
and Future Leaders

A significant 
proportion of new 
arrivals are children 
and young people. 
Early investment 
in their wellbeing, 
education, and voice 
strengthens long-term 
settlement outcomes, 
leadership pipelines, 
and economic 
participation.

Participation Must 
be Purposeful, not 
Tokenistic

Young people 
questioned why 
they are invited 
into rooms without 
clarity on purpose or 
outcomes. Meaningful 
participation requires 
feedback loops 
(‘you said / we did’), 
safeguarding, and 
respect for young 
people’s time and 
expertise.

Practice Approaches 
Highlighted

•	 Child-centred, 
culturally safe 
engagement 
across age stages

•	 Clear participation 
protocols 
(purpose, consent, 
remuneration, 
debrief)

•	 Peak-body 
convening to 
bridge policy, 
services, and 
young people

•	 Youth leadership 
and mentoring 
pathways linked 
to community and 
sector roles

Child Rights Need to 
be Operationalised

Principles such as 
best interests, non-
discrimination, safety, 
and participation 
must be embedded 
in everyday practice, 
treating children as 
clients in their own 
right, not as add-
ons to adult-focused 
services.

Key Insight

Children and young 
people are not the 
future of settlement, 
they are its present. 
When systems make 
them visible, hear 
their voices, and build 
capability to support 
them safely and 
culturally, settlement 
outcomes strengthen 
across generations, 
delivering deeper 
belonging, social 
capital, and long-term 
participation.

Workforce Capability 
is Uneven

Frontline services 
need culturally safe, 
developmentally 
appropriate practice 
skills to engage 
children and young 
people effectively, 
especially across 
trauma, disability, 
language, and family 
complexity.
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