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MIGRANT RESOURCE CENTRE NORTH-WEST REGION INC.


9 June 2009 

To Whom It May Concern:

RE: Response to African Australians: A report on human rights and social inclusion issues (project overview)

The Migrant Resource Centre North West Region Inc (MRCNW) is grateful for the opportunity to contribute its views on African Australians and human rights and social inclusion issues as part of the work being undertaken by the Australian Human Rights Commission. 
The MRCNW has been serving areas of the north-west metropolitan region for twenty years. During this period, the organisation has assisted countless numbers of newly arrived African migrants and refugees and in doing so, has developed expertise on an array of settlement issues.

In our view, we identify the following human rights issues as those that impact and/or relate to the settlement of African Australians. These include: a) knowledge to access the Australian system b) the impact of media upon inclusion, representation and participation and c) access to education. 
· Knowledge to access the Australian system: Article 21 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that ‘everyone has the right of equal access to public service in his country’. Information to access the Australian system plays a vital role in the settlement of African migrants and refugees as it creates links with essential services. MRCNW frequently observes that although a wealth of information exists about many services, culturally sensitive distribution and circulation strategies are often poorly considered. This results in confusion, information overload and/or misunderstanding and can also breed mistrust. In a similar vein, communities can become exhausted with continuos consultation, particularly when outcomes and findings are not reported or followed through. When lack of knowledge to access public services (ie health, education, employment, housing etc) is an issue there is a greater risk that individuals and families will experience a range of social difficulties. Consequently, “equal access”
 to information is a very real human rights issue amongst African Australians as it directly impacts upon settlement. 
· Media impact on inclusion, representation and participation: Article 2. of the Human Rights Declaration states that “…everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in the Declaration of distinction of any kind such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status…”. Media representation and portrayal of Africans in Australian often focuses on negative or unfortunate stories rather than successes and achievements (let alone providing balance in the stories that are covered). The impact this has on the African community works to dampen community spirit, pull down morale and create negative reputation of the wider community. Media generalisations, whether direct or indirect, create mistrust, fear and misinformation about newly arrived Africans amongst the wider community. The end result is to increase social exclusion on a number of levels. 
· Education: Education is a basic human right. However, African Australians have not always had sufficient access due to the impact of war, migration and significant periods spent in refugee camps in the course of arrival to Australia. As a result, newly arrived children may not be ready to undertake the level of education matched with their age. In a similar vein, skills learnt and utilised in Africa are not always recognised in Australia meaning adults have limited employment options. Pressures to provide for family both in Australia and in Africa further impact upon the opportunities communities to ‘catch up’ on time lost throughout the migration experience. Lack of access to basic education amongst children and adults combined with added pressures of settlement results in a number of social exclusion issues. 
These factors are viewed by MRCNW as underlying issues which have other offshoots and consequences. Solutions to the issues raised require coordinated service delivery, policy which supports and secures the integration of African Australians and adequate funding to ensure service provision is consistent and grounded. 

To suggest solutions to the issues raised, the following approaches would contribute towards a pathway forward:
· Strengthen levels and distribution strategies of free and accurate information advice;

· Develop programs which actively link newly arrived Africans to appropriate forms of employment and education in a manner which acknowledges the stage and capacity of each individual;
· Place into effect programs to engage and encourage service providers to be culturally competent as a means to reduce misunderstandings; and
· Facilitate further opportunities for Africans and mainstream Australia to share and learn from one anthers culture, history and background (eg, cultural celebrations, festivals, etc).  

Please do not hesitate to contact MRCNW if you require further information.
Yours sincerely,

Anthony Abate

Executive Officer 

Migrant Resource Centre North West Region Inc.
� MRCNW regards ‘equal access’ as information which has appropriate content, cultural appropriateness, distribution and follow-up. 





