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Background

Since the beginning of its humanitarian resettlement in 1947, Australia has welcomed more than 750,000 people from different countries in response to changing global resettlement and humanitarian need.

Victoria is home to the largest number of newly arrived refugees and asylum seekers
 in Australia. Between January 2007 and December 2013, 400,773 migrants settled in Victoria, including 31,375 humanitarian entrants.

The number of people from refugee backgrounds, including asylum seekers, in the Australian community is significantly higher than at any time during the past three decades, driven by a series of international events and changes to Commonwealth immigration policy. Victoria has the largest intake of refugees and asylum seekers in Australia, with more than a third of all arrivals. 

· Victoria settles around a third of all refugees nationally through the Humanitarian Program.

· Approximately 44,880 people have arrived as refugees in Victoria through the Humanitarian Program over the past 10 years, including approximately 23,203 in the past five years. 

· This data does not include people from a refugee background arriving through the Family Migration Program (for example, partner or orphan visa) or other migration streams (for example, Skilled Migration Stream). 
· There are currently over 11,000 asylum seekers in the Victorian community awaiting determination of their refugee status, with Victoria receiving around 38 per cent of all asylum seekers nationally (not including secondary interstate migration from other states and territories). 

Challenges and opportunities

People from refugee backgrounds, including asylum seekers, often come from countries where they have had limited, interrupted, or no access to mental healthcare and where health infrastructure is poorly developed. People from refugee backgrounds almost universally have a history of exposure to highly traumatic events that impact mental health, including war; loss of, or separation from, family members; physical and psychological torture and other trauma; human rights abuses; and dangerous journeys to Australia, along with prolonged periods of deprivation in refugee camps or marginalisation in urban settings without access to safe drinking water, shelter, adequate food supplies, basic healthcare, education or safety. 

Long-term detention, including in Australian immigration detention, also has significant impacts on the health and mental health of asylum seekers, with those who have been in detention reporting high rates of depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder and concentration and memory disturbances well after their release from detention.

The many challenges of resettlement can further impact people’s mental health including: the refugee determination process; bereavement; ongoing anxiety about the safety of, and separation from, family members and friends left behind; cultural dislocation and family tension; financial disadvantage; social isolation and lack of family support; and sometimes discrimination and racism. These and other experiences can place people from refugee backgrounds, including asylum seekers, at high risk of some mental health problems.

People from refugee backgrounds come from a diverse range of countries and cultures and have a wide range of experiences that may affect their mental health. 

There is stigma around mental health in refugee and asylum seeker communities, which may mean that people only seek help when mental health problems have become severe or complicated by a range of other unaddressed physical health and social problems. 

Mainstream health promotion messages do not always resonate with people from refugee backgrounds, which can sometimes be due to language barriers and lack of culturally responsive information.

A person without fluent English may find it harder to access to psychotherapy, rehabilitation and social support programs. For recent arrivals it is unlikely that relevant cultural issues will be understood and incorporated into the treatment program. People from refugee backgrounds have lower attendance rates at public mental health services, which may relate to lack of cultural responsiveness, expertise and capacity of mainstream services as well as other factors impacting access (e.g. asylum seekers with lapsed Medicare Cards).

Policy and program options

People from refugee backgrounds, including asylum seekers, use a combination of universal and specialised public and private health and mental health services that are funded through a mix of local, state and Commonwealth government programs. 

Commonwealth settlement services

The Commonwealth Government contracts service providers such as Adult Multicultural Education Services (AMES), the Red Cross and Life Without Barriers to assist refugees, asylum seekers and other migrants to settle into local communities. There are specialised settlement services for refugees and other shorter term supports for asylum seekers. For refugees in Victoria, settlement caseworkers provided through AMES Humanitarian Settlement Services Consortium familiarise and actively connect newly arrived people with health services.

State government responsibilities

The Victorian Government funds a broad range of mainstream and specialised services for migrants and people from refugee backgrounds and asylum seekers living in Victoria, including special access initiatives, language services and cultural diversity planning. 

The service eligibility of people from refugee backgrounds, particularly asylum seekers, varies depending on their mode of arrival to Australia, the date of arrival, their visa status, their residency status and individual need. 

The Department of Health & Human Services (the department) plays a critical role in ensuring people from refugee backgrounds have adequate access to health and human services particularly when changes in Commonwealth immigration policy occur. The department ensures that people from refugee backgrounds, including asylum seekers, are eligible for the widest possible range of public health services through access arrangements, such as priority access and fee waivers, in some circumstances. The department also ensures that Victorian health, mental health and human services are adequately supported to respond to the diverse and sometimes complex health and wellbeing needs of vulnerable communities. 

It is important that refugee and asylum seeker mental health policies and service provision are planned within a human rights framework, offering a humane, equitable and compassionate approach. People from refugee backgrounds, including asylum seekers, should be offered the same level and type of healthcare as the general population, including a balance between health promotion, disease prevention and treatment services, and optimum client care including continuity of care. This will help to ensure that people from refugee backgrounds, including asylum seekers, have the opportunity to lead healthy and successful lives in the Victorian community.

Victorian mental health programs and initiatives for refugees and asylum seekers

The Victorian Government supports a number of initiatives to improve mental health outcomes for people from refugee backgrounds, including asylum seekers. These include:

· specialist clinical mental health services

· community-based Mental Health Community Support Services 

· community health counselling provided through community health centres

· specialised medium to long-term counselling for survivors of torture and trauma provided through the Victorian Foundation for Survivors of Torture (Foundation House) in metropolitan and regional areas 

· a range of mental health promotion initiatives

· professional development and capacity building activities through Foundation House and the Victorian Transcultural Mental Health to increase the expertise and cultural responsiveness of assessment and clinical and community-based mental health services statewide.

Victorian specialised refugee and asylum seeker health programs

A number of specialised programs are funded for direct service delivery, secondary consultation and support to the general health and mental health workforce who provide care to people from refugee backgrounds, including:

· The Victorian Foundation for Survivors of Torture (also known as Foundation House) provides specialised counselling services and related services and support to adults and children who have experienced torture, persecution or war-related trauma prior to their arrival in Australia. Foundation House provides secondary consultation to general and specialised mental health services and professional development across the health, education and community service sectors. Foundation House receives funding through the state and Commonwealth governments and philanthropic trusts.

· The Refugee Health Program based in community health focuses on early health assessment, referrals and health promotion, linking refugees and asylum seekers to existing health services and increasing the capacity of community health and general practice. The program includes generalist counselling through community health centres.

· Refugee Health Fellows Program provides support to primary and specialist health service providers (including by telehealth) in the form of direct specialist clinical services; telehealth support, education and capacity building; and secondary consultation and outreach. The program strengthens pathways between primary and tertiary care for refugees and asylum seekers, between paediatric and adult services, and between metropolitan and regional service providers. 

· Interpreting services are funded to be provided alongside mental health services to ensure accessible and quality care for people with limited or no English. The Victorian Government funds sector-wide production and sharing of quality translated health materials through the online Health Translations website. This website makes available translated health information about a range of health issues in a variety of languages.

· The Victorian Refugee Health Network, auspiced by Foundation House, brings together healthcare providers, settlement and asylum seeker support services, state, Commonwealth and local government departments, researchers, Primary Care Partnerships and Primary Health Networks with the goal of providing more accessible and responsive health services for refugees and asylum seekers. The Victorian Refugee Health Network develops resources, a monthly bulletin and a website for practitioners, policymakers and researchers.
Questions for stakeholders 

1. How do we configure the way specialist mental health treatment services are delivered to improve access and responsiveness to the needs of people from refugee backgrounds, including asylum seekers with a mental illness and optimise service efficiency and effectiveness?

2. How do we build system capacity of the specialist mental health service system to respond to the mental health needs of people from refugee backgrounds, including asylum seekers, across the continuum of services and establish new or redesigned functions to address critical gaps and pressing needs?

3. How do we strengthen capacity of refugee and asylum seeker services to better identify mental health problems, use appropriate referral pathways and respond to challenging behaviours?

4. How do we reduce the stigma related to mental health for individuals, families and communities and enhance help-seeking behaviour so that people seek help before issues become severe?

5. What other challenges or opportunities arise in relation to providing adequate mental healthcare for people from refugee backgrounds, including asylum seekers?

6. Are there other models of support that have worked here or interstate or overseas that should be considered?
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� The term ‘people from refugee backgrounds’ is used throughout this document to refer to those who have arrived on humanitarian visas, people seeking asylum and those who come from refugee backgrounds who arrive on another visa type, including family migration and skilled migration.


Refugee status acknowledges that a person has a well-founded fear of persecution in their country of origin for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion. Once granted refugee status and accepted by Australia for settlement, a refugee receives an Australian visa under the Humanitarian Program, which grants permanent residency and eligibility for the same services available to all Australian permanent residents. People who arrive in Australia with or without a valid visa and are found to be in need of protection are now issued with a temporary protection visa of a temporary nature.


The term ‘asylum seeker’ is used to describe people who have entered Australia by plane usually under a valid visa or by boat usually without a visa and subsequently sought protection to remain in Australia based on refugee claims. They are known as asylum seekers while their refugee status is being determined. Asylum seekers reside in the community on bridging visas, in community detention or are held in immigration detention facilities in Australia (including Christmas Island) or offshore in Nauru or on Manus Island. 


The term ‘refugee background’ includes people with a refugee-like background who may have come to Australia on another visa, such as a partner or orphan visa under the Family Migration Program, or under the Skilled Migration Stream.�
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