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Submission to the Senate Standing Committees on Foreign Affairs Defence and Trade on the Issues 
facing diaspora communities in Australia by the Community of South Sudan and Other 

Marginalized Areas in NSW (CSSOMA) 

The Community of South Sudan and Other Marginalised Areas NSW welcomes the opportunity to 
provide a Submission to the Senate Standing Committees on Foreign Affairs Defence and Trade on the 
Issues facing diaspora communities in Australia. CSSOMA represents the needs and issues of the South 
Sudanese Community in NSW. As the peak body for the many smaller South Sudanese organizations 
in NSW, our role is to coordinate projects across these organizations, train mainstream service 
providers to provide culturally relevant programs and to represent the needs and issues of our 
community to stakeholders. CSSOMA united as an organization in 1998 and its objectives include: 

(a) To identify the needs of the community and adopt developing strategies to meet those needs;

(b) To raise means to provide facilities for meeting development and cultural activity of this 
community;

(c) To encourage understanding and strengthen co-operation with service providers in NSW for 
improved service planning, co-ordination, advocacy and service delivery; with a particular focus on 
new arrivals, emerging and other high need (destitute and vulnerable) groups;

(d) To strive to achieve peace and harmony amongst this community and foster common loyalty to 
this Association on the one hand, and on the other hand strengthen and support local initiatives;

(e) To encourage members of this community (particularly children, youth and women) to use the 
resources of Australian society in order to settle into the community and reach their potential and to 
become active members of Australian society;

(f) To assist in maintaining the central role of the family in the lives of children and this community, 
and to ensure that special needs of children separated from their families are recognized and met;

(g) To endeavour to enhance co-operation with relevant actors (national and international NGOs, 
churches, embassies, and all people of good will) in their efforts to alleviate the suffering of the people 
in war-torn Sudan. Such assistance shall include provision of emergency relief and community-based 
development;

(h) To place emphasis on the vision of peace through development by working to eliminate 
dependency and enhance self-sufficiency which would restore dignity and self-worth

We take pride in our achievements; acknowledge the difficulties we face and work together to build 
a strong and thriving community. 

Key Contact: 

Mawat Michael Majok, CSSOMA President 
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Question 1

What do you think about the support offered to our community associations and similar 
organisations, including government grants and other funding? Did the organisations in South 
Sudanese community receive enough support? Were the right things supported? If South Sudanese 
community did not receive enough support and if the right projects were not supported, what should 
be supported?

South Sudanese community organisations in Sydney struggle to secure government funding. Most 
South Sudanese community organisations are small and depend on member’s generosity. Many 
members of the community volunteer their time and money to enable community activities to be 
delivered. This model of operation is important as it enables the community to own the work they do. 
This is an excellent example of self-help and community action. However, this model is unsustainable 
as it does not encourage South Sudanese community organisations to step up to meet the challenges 
facing the community at a systemic level. 

For small community organisations, securing funding is critical in allowing them to effectively engage 
with the government agencies as service provider and on an equal footing. This type of interaction 
force community organisations to develop certain capacities they would not otherwise develop if they 
were to continue small-scale self-help initiatives. The experience of negotiating funding contracts, 
delivery of funded programs, evaluation and acquittals would require that South Sudanese community 
organisations not only learn how the government agencies work, but also how to persuade agencies 
to understand and embrace a specific South Sudanese standpoint that could be embedded in the 
funding system. 

Currently, many South Sudanese community organisations do not feel as part of the mainstream 
systems and may feel that their programs have little to contribute to the society they are part of. It is 
well known that diaspora community organisations play a critical role in supporting settlement in 
particular after the first five years of settlement when access to settlement support ceased.  It is the 
diaspora community organisations that emerge organically to sustain social and community cohesion 
locally. However, due to lack of support and acknowledgement from the Government through 
funding, small community organisations feel that their work is worthless and, as a result, are unable 
to establish long-term systemic responses to the challenges faced by their communities. 

In addition, the current funding system tends to concentrate funding in the hands of few large 
organisations who then subcontract to smaller organisations. Although that model of funding saves 
government from managing contracts directly, it creates a situation where smaller community 
organisations like the ones that emerge within the South Sudanese community do not have access to 
direct government engagement and their dependence on larger organisations is maintained. This is 
particularly the case in the Settlement Sector. Such system potentially weakens civil society as 
community members who volunteer within communities have little understanding of the government 
systems and processes. Conversely, government does not receive direct firsthand information about 
what is happening on the ground. This impacts negatively on diaspora communities’ ability to engage 
directly and collaborate with the Government. Small diaspora community organisations have the 
capacity to bridge the gap between their community and the Government, facilitate civics education 
and empower their communities. 

The diaspora community organisations and active members are significant assets, not only to their 
own communities but to the Australian Government and society at large. These assets need to be 
identified, supported and empowered as they are the source of community cohesion and strength. 
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Further, many South Sudanese diaspora organisations have close contacts with local communities in 
the Republic of South Sudan. They are aware of the grassroots needs and some of them have initiated 
educational, agricultural, sporting and other relevant programs. However, they struggle with 
negotiating the international aid systems and have little access to sustainable funding. We would be 
happy to provide examples of such initiatives as we believe that their grassroots nature has potential 
to facilitate peace and security in our home country. Additionally, South Sudanese diaspora in 
Australia would be able to provide advice and guidance to the Australian Government when 
committing aid, and economic development initiatives in South Sudan. Unfortunately, the community 
has not been consulted and has not played a major role in this process. 

Recommendations

 Funding for ethno-specific community associations - The Australian Governments should 
commit to capacity building for refugee and migrant communities such as CSSOMA by 
directing funding and supporting organisational capacity building. This should be direct 
funding rather than it being outsourced to large NGOs. 

 Governments at all levels should create funding programs aimed at supporting diaspora 
communities. Such funding programs must be managed by government directly and a capacity 
building function should be built within the contract management role; so that funded 
organisations are supported to develop their structures and managerial capacities. 

 When funding is directed to diaspora community organisations, it facilitates access to 
participation within Government systems and processes. Sometimes, refugee community 
associations such as the South Sudanese community in NSW might not have the capacity to 
manage funding due to lack of infrastructure, skills, and other expertise. However, this lack of 
expertise can be alleviated by funding such an association and providing them with rigorous 
mentoring support aiming to enhance independence and build on community assets.

 South Sudanese organisations initiating projects to build peace, infrastructure and economic 
development in South Sudan, should receive guidance and support from Australian 
Government. 

 The Australian Government to consult with South Sudanese diaspora in Australia when 
making decisions about trade, investments and aid to the Republic of South Sudan. 

Question 2

What safety concerns does South Sudanese community have? How can Australian Government 
strengthen the protection and resilience of vulnerable groups in South Sudanese community? Which 
groups are most vulnerable?

Although physical safety is critical for South Sudanese Australians, our community members are more 
concerned about how other Australians view them which underpins unsafe behaviours by others 
towards them. Mainstream media has not been kind to South Sudanese in Australia. Mainstream 
media has generated a South Sudanese stereotype that is violent, unable to settle successfully, a 
challenge to Australian values and health risk to the community. One of the most recent media 
misinformation about South Sudanese community was when Melbourne Sky News broadcaster Peta 
Credlin was quick to incorrectly attribute the source of COVID-19 infections in Melbourne to South 
Sudanese community. That kind of misinformation by the media amounts to vilification of the South 
Sudanese community. Quite often when remarks like that are made in the media, the level of physical 
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attacks on South Sudanese on the streets increases. The media encourages racism and enables it to 
happen. 

While, there will always be negative voices in the media, we feel that Governments should take 
leadership and challenge these negative voices with facts rather than leaving communities to defend 
themselves with very little access to power or media influence. 

South Sudanese feel psychologically unsafe as they are constructed in the public discourse as a 
problem. The sense of being the rejected other weighs heavily on the mind of many South Sudanese 
Australians in particular young people who were largely born in Australia or grew up in Australia. There 
is a continuous sense among South Sudanese that they are unsafe. They fear that they would be 
denied the means to gain a decent livelihood just because they were South Sudanese. They fear that 
they would be denied a roof over their heads or evicted for just being who they are. When government 
Ministers tell South Sudanese that they failed to settle and that other Australian are afraid to go out 
for dinner because they fear them, South Sudanese feel unsafe at least in a psychological sense. South 
Sudanese experience the public sphere as unsafe and psychologically damaging. This lack of safety is 
a serious impediment to full participation of the South Sudanese Australians in Australian democratic 
and social institutions.  

Recommendations

 The Australian Government empowers media monitoring agencies to ensure that a balance is 
struck between reporting public interest stories and safeguarding the wellbeing of diaspora 
communities so that reporting issues related to diaspora communities are fair. For every story 
portraying a diaspora community in a negative light there has to be another story that is 
placing that community in a positive light.

 The Australian Government funds SBS to deliver media training for diaspora community 
leaders creating the capacity for community leaders a space in the media landscape where 
they can be part of the conversation including defending any wrong claims made against them 
by the media

 Increase funding to organisation such as STARTTS to develop psychological safety resilience 
programs to support South Sudanese gain a sense of psychological safety.

 The Australian Government takes leadership and challenges negative media stereotypes with 
facts, rather than buy into them as means of securing electoral advantage. 

Question 3

What prevents the full participation of South Sudanese community in Australia’s democratic and 
social institutions and what can be done to make sure South Sudanese community can participate 
fully?

Although South Sudanese in Australia appreciate the Australian democratic system and transfer of 
political leadership and power without bloodshed mostly through the ballet box, South Sudanese 
often feel left out. Australia’s democratic and social institutions do not reflect them and their values 
and therefore do not resonate with them. 

The South Sudanese are excluded from the employment market which is a critical institution in 
Australia whose role is to enable Australians gain a decent livelihood. Majority of the South Sudanese 
graduates in various fields are not employed in their field of expertise and as such are not paid 
accordingly. 
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South Sudanese can benefit from having a tailored program that provides work experience and other 
pathways to employment. For example, the NAB African- Australian inclusion program through Jesuit 
Social Services has been a very successful program not only for the South Sudanese community but 
the entire African community. 

The government’s $2 billion ‘JobTrainer’ plan to help school-leavers and unemployed is of a great hope 
to all Australians whether they are of migrant/refugees’ backgrounds or not. We are hopeful that this 
program will help our community as well. 

The level of unemployment and under-employment is significantly high in the South Sudanese 
community particularly among women and young people. According to 2016 Census, unemployment 
rate for people of South Sudanese ancestry living in NSW was 29.2 % compared to 6.3% for all NSW. 1

Another critical social institution that many Australians depend on for the provision of accommodation 
is the rental market. Increasing numbers of Australians are dependent on the rental market. However, 
in a heated rental market many people are left behind. South Sudanese in Sydney are unable to live 
in places close to work and services they need. In Sydney, South Sudanese first settled in areas closer 
to the city such as Strathfield. However, over time they have been pushed out West and currently 
many South Sudanese live in the Penrith area. This Westward push is determined by their ability to 
afford the rent as it gets more expansive to rent in areas closer to Sydney City. This is compounded by 
the South Sudanese household size (dominant household size is 6 when compared with 2 for all NSW)2, 
and overall lower income - 11.7% of the South Sudanese ancestry population were in high income 
households and 15.1% were in low income households, compared with 30.5% and 11.2% respectively 
for New South Wales total population.3  Constant concern over being able to afford rent, access 
services and find employment is a source of anxiety and fear which may result in short or long term 
mental health problem. 

South Sudanese do not see themselves represented in the government agencies that work to support 
them. South Sudanese often feel misunderstood by the government agencies and social institutions. 
This can have significant consequences. For example, for the courts not to understand the full extent 
of the challenges the South Sudanese community have been through or currently facing can mean 
that a South Sudanese young person is sentenced to the full extent of the law. In other cases, children 
may be removed by the Child Protection Authorities with little or no understanding of what has 
happened, the cultural dynamics and impact of trauma which may have contributed to the situation. 
Community leaders often work very hard to enhance cultural awareness of the Australian Government 
and institutions without any support or acknowledgment of that work. 

We feel that respective governments in Australia have failed to build trust with the South Sudanese 
community. South Sudanese came from a context where government was the perpetrator of human 
rights abuses and oppression thus being the cause of seeking refuge in Australia. All levels of the 
Australian Government should put a significant effort in the trust building with communities from such 
contexts. The inability from the Australian social institutions adjusting their engagement strategies to 
accommodate diversity is often surprising to many South Sudanese who feel that Australia’s 
multiculturalism is a hoax as it has not improved their own access and participation. This lack of trust 
with the Government contributes to the ongoing lack of safety experienced by many South Sudanese 
Australians.

1 https://multiculturalnsw.id.com.au/multiculturalnsw/ancestry-by-employment?COIID=218
2 https://multiculturalnsw.id.com.au/multiculturalnsw/ancestry-by-household-size?COIID=218
3 https://multiculturalnsw.id.com.au/multiculturalnsw/ancestry-by-household-income?COIID=218
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For first generation South Sudanese, speaking the English language remains an issue. The language of 
Australia’s institutions is English and that is proper. However, many first generation South Sudanese 
Australians were unable to learn English due to the inadequacy of the Adult Migrant English Program 
(AMEP) upon their arrival. This program has failed to enable many South Sudanese first generation to 
gain functional English. This causes the sense of insecurity and fear. 

Despite being Australian citizens, South Sudanese are still considered immigrants or refugees. In the 
mainstream media and mainstream public discourse, South Sudanese young people born in Australia 
continue to be presented as refugees, humanitarian entrants or migrants. Therefore, South Sudanese 
feel magrinalised and excluded. The consequent for young South Sudanese can be struggle to fit in to 
a cultural and a value system that antagonise them. While Australian Government has granted 
Citizenship, it has failed to take leadership in publically embracing South Sudanese Australians as “truly 
Australian”. 

Institutional racism in Australia is often not spoken about. Unfortunately, South Sudanese Australians 
have found that institutional racism is embedded and normalised in many Australian institutions and 
wider society. Despite good intentions of some policy makers, Australian society carries many blind-
spots associated with institutional racism. This discourages and marginalises South Sudanese 
Australians and sabotages the sense of belonging they yearn to develop within Australian society and 
institutions. 

Recommendations

  Australian governments at all levels develop and fund programs that build the capacity of 
South Sudanese community to participant actively. Such program must be about civic 
education, the role and the function of government and the mechanism available for civic 
participation include community organising, raising issue with political parties and MP, and 
the electoral system;

 Public institutions employ more South Sudanese community members. This will enable South 
Sudanese see themselves represented in public institution. This will generate at sense of 
ownership and pride in Australian institutions;

 The Australian government provide more funding to Jesuit Refugee Services  to establish new 
programs like the NAP African Australian inclusion program in other professional sectors as 
an employment pathway;

 The JobTrainer program funded by the Federal Government and delivered through JobActive 
to support school leavers find employment must be targeted and tailored to meet the needs 
of South Sudanese young people. JobActive should employ qualified South Sudanese young 
people to facilitate the participation of South Sudanese school leavers in the program;

 The Federal Government develops the next iteration of the anti-racism strategy.

Question 4

How can communication and partnership be improved between government and South Sudanese 
community?

As pointed out above, South Sudanese community members are cautious in their dealing with 
government. South Sudanese came to Australia due to war waged by government of the country they 
let on them. Therefore, South Sudanese default position is to observe government at a distance. This 
means that the Australian government needs to work harder to convince South Sudanese they could 
trust government. 
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Australian Government needs to create linkages between the Government and the South Sudanese 
Community. The South Sudanese Community in NSW, will benefit from having initiatives such as, 
parliamentary friendship committee on all three levels of Government. This will facilitate access and 
better communication in addressing community issues such as vilification, unemployment, youth 
issue, domestic violence and other international related issues affecting diaspora. 

Australian Government departments must engage in co-design with the community when developing 
services and funding relevant to our community, and this must not be an exercise in tokenism.  For 
the case of the South Sudanese Community in NSW, the government agencies need to involve the 
community leadership to champion the solutions in relations to issues concerning their community. 
For community leaders to be proactive in creating a better link between Government agencies and 
the community, they need to be given incentives. South Sudanese cultural and grassroots knowledge 
carried by community leaders should be given an equal value to that given to expensive private 
consultants. Our leaders are expected to share this knowledge free of charge and in their own time. 
This approach devalues our cultural knowledge and privileges certain knowledge over other. The 
technical program design knowledge is no more essential to successful service design than the 
knowledge of our community, its infrastructures, experience and culture. Consequently, both types of 
knowledge need to be recognised and rewarded as equal. South Sudanese diaspora organisations 
should be paid appropriately for their participation in Government program design, just as consultant 
firms are paid!

Recommendations

 Australian government engage directly with South Sudanese in designing program and 
delivering services;

 When South Sudanese are engaged as cultural consultants, they should be appropriately 
financially and compensated;

 Australian government at all levels development a South Sudanese community engagement 
strategy.

Question 5

Are there any other issues relevant to South Sudanese community you would like to raise with 
Australian Government?

Support for children and young people

South Sudanese community in Australia is one of the youngest communities. At the 2016 time of the 
Census, 54.8% residents of NSW with South Sudanese ancestry were under 19 years old.4 Although 
this is good news for an aging society like Australia, it has come at a great cost to South Sudanese 
households. Due to high level of unemployment or under employment, South Sudanese households 
struggle to meet the needs of their children and young people.5 In an average South Sudanese family, 
there can be 5 children ranging from very young children to teenagers.6 The needs for the majority of 
children and young people in the South Sudanese community are not being met including appropriate 
housing as the rental market mostly cater for an average Australian family (dad, mum and two and 
half children), access to recreation such as participating in sports or joining youth activities such as 
camps. Most South Sudanese household cannot afford to go out for dinner. In the weekend and over 

4 https://multiculturalnsw.id.com.au/multiculturalnsw/ancestry-introduction?COIID=218
5  https://multiculturalnsw.id.com.au/multiculturalnsw/ancestry-by-employment?COIID=218
6 https://multiculturalnsw.id.com.au/multiculturalnsw/ancestry-by-household-size?COIID=218
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school holidays when most Australian children and young people look forward to a jam packed 
weekend of activities and fun. South Sudanese children and young people have nothing to look 
forward to. 

The inability of South Sudanese households to meet the needs of some children and young people 
due to poverty could lead to the misconception that South Sudanese parents are not looking after 
their children well. The consequence, especially in the early years of the South Sudanese settlement, 
authorities intervened to remove some children from the South Sudanese households. The 
intervention of Child Protection authorities which also involves the police and the courts gave South 
Sudanese parents the impression that their parenting style is not welcome and that they were “on 
notice”. All South Sudanese parents felt that their children would be eventually taken by the 
authorities. South Sudanese parents were unable to parent and therefore South Sudanese children 
were left with little or no parental guidance.  The combination of poverty and loss of parental control 
due to fear of the authorities intervening, leaves South Sudanese children and young people exposed 
and vulnerable to dropping out from school.

We feel that there needs to be an effort to develop relationships of trust and understanding between 
South Sudanese Australian young people, community and Police Force. This could be achieved through 
encouraging African young people to join Police Force, friendly sport games between the young 
people and the Police Force, and employment of community liaison officers from the same ethnic 
backgrounds within Police Force. For example – there are two South Sudanese Liaison officers in NSW 
Police Force. Additionally, South Sudanese inmates in jails should be supported by volunteers from 
their own communities to help them negotiate post-release community re-integration and reduce 
chances of any future engagement with correctional institutions. In NSW, South Sudanese community 
has initiated the South Sudanese Prison Support (SSPS) Program, which was recently expanded to 
African Prison Support Program and embedded in the NSW service for the Treatment and 
Rehabilitation of Torture and Trauma Survivors (STARTTS). While the SSPS was positively evaluated 
after it was piloted, the current program receives no specific funding or support from the Government. 
It is run largely by volunteers from the South Sudanese and the African communities including staff 
from STARTTS who have taken on this additional duty. 

Generalisation of anyone of African descent as South Sudanese is common. There is no doubt that the 
number of crimes committed by South Sudanese young people might be higher compared to other 
African communities, but this shouldn’t be taken as an excuse for partiality. Africa is a big continent 
and many African countries boast diaspora in Australia. 

Fund programs that support South Sudanese Australian young people in a sustainable manner and 
that encourage positive interaction with Police Force. Also – fund volunteer prison support programs 
such as the one mentioned here.

Young people are one of the most vulnerable groups in our community and vilifying them only adds 
to their struggles. South Sudanese young people need well-planned holistic and sustainable support 
mechanism that engages them in ways that work for them and their families. This means that short 
term one-size fits all response does not work.   

A significant proposition of South Sudanese young people who complete their education in Australia 
attaining tertiary qualification struggle to find employment. The fortunate South Sudanese tertiary 
graduate ends up take a job that does not fully make use of their qualifications. Under employment 
is, therefore, a significant problem among South Sudanese young people. This has a significant 
negative impact of self-esteem and self-efficacy.
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Recommendations

 Federal and state governments invest in programs that support struggling families with 
refugee and migrant backgrounds to ensure that children are can access recreational 
activities;

 The policy employs South Sudanese whose role would be to facilitate building a respectful 
between the policy and South Sudanese young people

Visa cancelation on character grounds 

Since the introduction of this law, a number of the South Sudanese community members have had 
their permeant residency visas cancelled.  These visas were granted on humanitarian grounds and 
most of the visa holders were born in refugee camps.  There is no country to return them to and 
consequently many remain in Immigration Detentions are in limbo. The South Sudanese offenders 
should be treated the same way any other offending Australian Citizens by the court. They should 
serve an appropriate, time-limited jail sentence, after which they should be supported to reintegrate 
in the Australian society. 

To conclude – all South Sudanese Australians want a recognition of their contributions to the 
Australian society, recognition that they are as “Australian” as any other Australians, and more than 
anything – a Fair Go!
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