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About the Victorian Refugee Health Network 
 

The Victorian Refugee Health Network (the Network) was established in June 2007. The Network 
aims to facilitate greater coordination and collaboration amongst health and community services 
working with people from refugee backgrounds. The purpose of this collaboration is to improve service 
accessibility and responsiveness. An executive group provides strategic direction and oversight of the 
Network’s activities, through: 

• building and maintaining relationships with key stakeholders 

• identifying sector needs and work priorities 

• defining boundaries of Network activities, and 

• evaluating the function and impact of the Network 

 

Statewide meetings 

Victorian Refugee Health Network statewide meetings provide a space to identify sector issues, 
prioritise areas for shared work and share service innovations. These meetings welcome anyone 
working in refugee health or supporting people from refugee backgrounds to access health services. 

This report details the proceedings of the Network’s statewide meeting held on 20th of August 2020. 
Approximately seventy people from health, settlement, asylum seeker and community services, state 
and local government and peak bodies attended the meeting.  

 

Language 

People from refugee backgrounds 

The term ‘people from refugee backgrounds’ is used to refer to those who have arrived in Australia 
with, or who have subsequently been granted, permanent or temporary humanitarian visas, people 
seeking asylum, and those who come from refugee backgrounds who have another visa type, 
including family migration and skilled migration. Where a person’s immigration status is significant 
(i.e. to service eligibility), this is noted. 
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Victorian Refugee Health Network Statewide Meeting  

 

Welcome 
The Network executive co-chair acknowledged the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin Nations as the 
traditional owners of the land and welcomed all attendees to the meeting.  Meeting agenda outlined 
as below: 

1. Settlement data update - Meg Quartermaine, VRHN Coordinator  
2. National policy update – Rebecca Eckard, Director of Policy Refugee Council of 

Australia 
3. DHHS update – Kim van den Nouwelant, DHHS Senior Policy Advisor, Diversity 
4. Refugee Health Program – Kath Desmyth, Statewide Facilitator  
5. Rural and Regional (Shepparton) Hannah Dolling, 

Executive Manager Health Services 
 

Settlement Data Update 
 

The Coordinator of the Victorian Refugee Health Network spoke to the Network’s most recent 
settlement data bulletin for humanitarian entrants and people seeking asylum. The data bulletin draws 
together data provided by the Department of Home Affairs directly to the Network, as well publicly 
available Department of Home Affairs and Administrative Appeals Tribunal reporting. The statewide 
meeting data presentation provided an overview of humanitarian settlement patterns across Victoria, 
with data points selected for their relevance to health service planning. Meeting attendees are 
encouraged to contact the Network directly if they required more detail on presented 
data. Demographic data presented for financial year July 2019 through June 2020 included: 

• Australia wide settlement, according to state or territory 

• Top ten countries of birth 

• Age upon arrival 

• Location of residence; numbers settling per Local Government Area (LGA) 

• Gender 

• Main language spoken. 

• English proficiency  

The Network coordinator noted that there continues to be significant numbers of onshore protection 
applications submitted each month from people who have arrived by plane with a valid visa. The 
Department of Home Affairs has been reporting publicly on these onshore applications since 
November 2019. Reports can be found here. For more detail from this presentation, please see the 
slides in the appendices. 
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Policy Updates  
 

National Policy Update  

The Director of Policy for Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) provided a policy update which 
included information about: 

• The appointment of a Commonwealth Coordinator-General of Migrant Services, Alison 
Larkins 

• The ongoing review into the Community Sponsorship Program (CSP). 

• The COVID-19 pandemic impact on Australia’s Humanitarian Settlement Program (HSP). It 
was noted that for the financial year 2019-2020, only 67% of the humanitarian intake was 
fulfilled due to the COVID-19 pandemic. While a small number of emergency resettlements 
may proceed in the current context, it remains unclear when Australia’s HSP will 
recommence.  

• RCOA’s engagement with the relevant Commonwealth government departments regarding 
the risks associated with HSP providers losing all funding due to halted humanitarian 
arrivals. These risks include the loss of a highly skilled and experienced workforce, who are 
now supporting exited and current HSP clients during the COVID-19 crisis.  

• RCOA’s campaign Nobody Left Behind. The campaign is focused on the needs of those 
from a humanitarian background on insecure visas and other vulnerable migrants, who have 
financial safety net, and may also not have access to Medicare to support their health needs.  

• The Refugee and Migrant Services Advisory Council (RaMSAC). RAMSAC is a ministerially 
appointed body providing practical advice to the Minister for Immigration, Citizenship, 
Migrant Services and Multicultural Affairs on improving settlement outcomes for 
humanitarian entrants and other migrants.  

For more detail from this presentation, please see the slides in the appendices. 

 

Department of Health and Human Services – Responding to COVID 
19 

Senior Policy Advisor, Diversity, Kim van den Nouwelant provided a high-level overview of the 
Victorian Government’s initiatives to support Victoria’s refugee communities during COVID 19. 
Initiatives to date have included: 

• Providing information on the health protection directions and how to stay well, in many 
languages, accessible formats, distributed through trusted community and preferred 
channels. 

• Ensuring testing is free, easy, accessible, and explained in preferred and accessible 
language. 

• Ensuring supports like the $1500 worker support payment and the $450 Test Isolation 
Payment are available to temporary and provisional visa holders.  

• Over $3 million in targeted support for refugees, people seeking asylum and other vulnerable 
migrants delivered by Foundation House, Cabrini and Orygen.  

• Over $2.5 million wellbeing support for multicultural young people at risk. 

• Emergency financial assistance for people who cannot access Commonwealth income 
support, including the International Student Emergency Relief Fund, the Extreme 
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Hardship Support Program and $2.25 million basic needs assistance brokerage for 
multicultural organisations. 

 

There is also a new intragovernmental CALD Communities Taskforce forming. The taskforce 
provides a new mechanism for receiving and responding to community advice on the Victorian 
Government’s COVID 19 response. For more detail from this presentation, please see the slides in 
the appendices.  

 

Sector Updates  
 

Refugee Health Program during COVID 19 

Kath Desmyth, Statewide Facilitator for Victoria’s Refugee Health Program, updated that all refugee 
health programs across the state are taking referrals and continue to support clients. On-site 
staffing has been significantly reduced, with most consultations now conducted via telephone or 
telehealth. Many Refugee Health Nurses have been directly involved in the COVID-19 response, 
working at testing sites and the public housing buildings under hard lockdown. Some programs still 
have lengthy waitlists. The ceasing of the Settlement Health coordinator role has meant teams in 
the Metro-North and West areas have picked up that workload. Most teams have seen an increase 
in numbers of people re-engaging with the program due to economic stressors (housing, food, 
income insecurity), mental health issues and requiring support to understand COIVD 19 information. 

 

Telehealth  

The Victorian Refugee Health Network Coordinator updated the Translating and Interpreting Service 
(TIS National) is now offering video interpreting for medical consultations. For more information, 
please see their website.  

 

Rural and Regional Refugee Health – Primary Care Connect 
Shepparton  

Hannah Dolling, Executive Manager Health Services shared an update from Primary Care Connect 
(PCC) Shepparton. PCC offers several programs for refugee and asylum seeker populations, 
including torture and trauma counselling and advocacy, refugee health nursing, refugee 
physiotherapy clinics and bicultural worker supports. Current challenges for the PCC team and the 
Shepparton region are: 

• Insufficient mental health supports, particularly for refugee clients. 

• Inconsistent use of interpreters across agencies. 

• Insufficient local service infrastructure to support new arrivals (e.g. 1-2 GP clinics seeing 
clients of refugee background). 

• Limited care coordination available.  

While the COVID 19 crisis has brought additional challenges, Hannah also highlighted some 
opportunities, including: 

• Learning that the availability of telephone or telehealth for physio appointments can have a 
positive impact on attendance rates: lower non-attendance rates reported for refugee clients 
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of chronic pain physiotherapy since the introduction of telephone and telehealth (more 
women accessing with a male physiotherapist) 

• Utilising new software to support individual physiotherapy programming. This allows the 
physiotherapist to monitor and communicate with the client between sessions 

• The hold on the new arrivals though the Humanitarian Settlement Program has allowed PCC 
to focus on further collaboration opportunities and to streamline processes 

  

Keynote presentation – Pam Anders, CEO Mental Health 
Reform Victoria    
 

The Network welcomed Pam Anders, CEO of Mental Health Reform Victoria (MHRV).  Pam 
introduced Mental Health Reform Victoria as the administrative office responsible for implementing 
the recommendations from the Royal Commission into Victoria’s Mental Health System, as well as 
developing system capacity and laying the foundation for reform. Pam discussed the nine 
recommendations currently being implemented following the Interim Report, along with MHRV’s 
focus areas for successful implementation. The Royal Commission’s Interim Report acknowledged 
people of refugee background are disproportionately affected by poor mental health and suicide, 
with additional challenges for those in rural and regional areas. Following Pam’s presentation, 
participants raised several questions on issues such as: 

• The role of primary care in mental health provision and reform 

• The need for funding for interpreter access in allied health (namely psychology) 

• The importance of improving cultural and linguistic diversity in the mental health workforce  

• The role of primary prevention and consideration of policies that cause or exacerbate mental 
ill-health for people of refugee background, including those seeking asylum  

• The Commission’s plans for addressing mental health needs in children and young people 

For a link to an audio recording of the Statewide Meeting, including Pam’s presentation, please see 
the appendices.   
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Appendices  
 

Appendix 1: Settlement data, sector and policy updates 

Settlement Data, sector and policy updates (PowerPoint slides) 

 

Appendix 2: DHHS – Responding to COVID 19 

DHHS – Responding to COVID 19 (PowerPoint slides) 

 

Appendix 3: Keynote presentation: Pam Anders, CEO, Mental Health 
Reform Victoria 

Mental Health Reform Victoria (Powerpoint slides) 

 

Appendix 4: Statewide Meeting Audio Recording  

Access the August 2020 Statewide meeting recording here 
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