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Bumps on the Yellow Brick Road. Sierra Leoneans in Launceston,
Australia and their Settlement Experiences
Ann Joselynn Sweeney, University of Tasmania, Tasmania, Australia

Abstract: Australia has undeniably one of the best refugee settlement programs in the world (Refugee Council of Australia
2002). However, in the haste of designing and implementing these programs we often seek to generalise people’s experiences
in order to “get it right”. Our government devotes millions of dollars to the “settlement plan” believing that success in
settlement will deliver not only economic benefits to the country but integration into society. As a result, the story of settlement
has been packaged and in packaging it much of what is important to the individual and to communities is missed. This study
uses a community development action research approach to understand what settlement is from the point of view of a dy-
namic emerging community in Launceston, Tasmania – the Sierra Leoneans. This study suggests that success in settlement
is dependent on experiences of quality and relevance in settlement services; marginalisation; racism; family conflict; gender
issues; employment; and, connection to and participation with the local community. Further, that a successful settlement
experience includes effective preparation before arrival in Australia; education of the local community; community capacity
building; service delivery based on personal relationships; and, connection to the host community. In voicing the participants’
settlement stories we seek to add to what is known about settlement. This study invites readers to question the necessity of
packaging an experience that is said to be a life long journey to a very personal space of self determination, empowerment
and freedom.

Keywords: Refugee Settlement

Introduction

The Purpose of this Study

MY INTEREST IN the Sierra Leonean
community comes from my work, obser-
vations and reflections of this emerging
community within Launceston, a regional

centre in the North of Tasmania, Australia where
92.4% of the population are either born in Australia,
England, New Zealand, Scotland, Netherlands or
Germany (ABS 2006). I wondered why, as social
workers, we implement and deliver services to a new
emerging community despite our lack of mutual
knowledge.

I felt the government’s “settlement plan” restricted
the meaning of settlement for the individual and thus
for the community. It seemed to me that each time
a person attempted to find employment, attempted
to find private rental accommodation, went to Eng-
lish classes or accessed Torture and Trauma coun-
selling their settlement experience was being meas-
ured against a pre-determined path that would
identify them as a success or failure.

This success or failure is defined by The Depart-
ment of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) (DI-
MIA 2003:29) as a “sink or swim” experience. The
‘swim’ occurs when people achieve self-sufficiency
and the ‘sink’ when people become dependant on
services to establish their life in Australia. I perceived

this as an over-simplification of the settlement exper-
ience. To me, settlement appeared to be a very com-
plex and individual journey.

As an involuntary migrant myself, I believe that
there is no such pre-determined path to settlement;
there is no hierarchy of needs; and, there is no end
point to reach that completes the experience and de-
clares it successful or otherwise. I believe there are
many important practical needs associated with suc-
cessful settlement but I wonder within whose frame
of reference these are ranked.

This study is by no means “a means to an end”.
Rather, it is the beginning of a process of enquiry
and evaluation that started with the voicing of my
clients’ settlement experiences. It is a personal jour-
ney of action learning, in which I am as much a facil-
itator of enquiry and action as I am a participant in
the method of enquiry.

This project has taken a “bottom up” approach to
community development action research, seeking to
expose the myriad experiences that people have when
they come to Launceston from Sierra Leone. It has
invited all involved to reflect on their stories of set-
tlement and it has supported and encouraged the
community to build its capacity to determine and
address its own agenda.
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The Sierra Leoneans
Sierra Leone is a country located on the west coast
of Africa, neighbouring Liberia and Guinea. It has
a population of approximately 5.3 million people
(BBC News 2006). English is the official language
although the lingua franca is Krio (an English-based
Creole) (CIA 2006).

Sierra Leone was ravaged by civil war between
1991-2002 resulting in tens of thousands of deaths
and over 2 million displaced people (CIA 2006).
Australia’s offshore humanitarian program prioritised
Africa in 2004, welcoming the first Sierra Leonean
arrivals shortly thereafter (UNHCR 2004:3).

Differences among regions within Sierra Leone,
as well as differences in religion contribute to the
diversity that Sierra Leonean culture offers. How-
ever, underpinning Sierra Leonean culture are the
collectivist values that underpin three fourths of the
worlds’ cultures (Leake & Black 2005:18). Collect-
ivism tends to view all aspects of life (including
ideas) as interdependent; a person’s identity is
therefore based on one’s roles and experiences
within the larger group (Ibid). This view leads people
to value group activity, cooperation, inclusion and
social hierarchy based on age, gender and birth order
(Ibid).

The Refugee Experience
Sierra Leoneans have experienced the worst kind of
inhumanity imaginable: torture, rape, starvation and
trauma (Samura 1999). Often people flee Sierra Le-
one with just the clothes they are wearing. The jour-
ney to camps in Guinea and Ghana is long, done on
foot and riddled with uncertainty. People die of dis-
ease along the way and many turn back because of
hunger or hopelessness of ever reaching a safe des-
tination (Van Damme 1999).

Upon arrival at the camps, established by the
United Nations and/or the International Organisation
for Migration and/or Doctors without Borders, the
suffering continues. Food is short, conflict continues,
rape is daily and memories haunt. The wait for the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) registration process is long and paved
with corruption and further humiliation (Odongkara
2005:3)

What Happens Once they Arrive in
Launceston?
Humanitarian entrants undergo cultural orientation
prior to leaving refugee camps as this is said to “en-
hance their settlement prospects” (UNHCR 2004:9).
Accounts of settlement location (DIMIA 2005:51)
point to the fact that no Sierra Leonean is given the

opportunity to indicate where in Australia they prefer
to settle. This is determined by DIAC.

On arrival in Launceston they are met by staff
from the Migrant Resource Centre (MRC) whose
duties include the delivery of the Integrated Human-
itarian Settlement Strategy (IHSS) which allows for
“individually tailored information, assistance and
referrals to ensure [understanding] of the local com-
munity…social security, banking, education, employ-
ment, transport, childcare and other services” (UN-
HCR 2004:9). IHSS is aimed at introducing the per-
son to mainstream services and self-sufficiency
within six months after arrival (DIMIA 2003:163).

Analysis of Research on Refugee
Settlement Experiences in Australia
The literature reviewed presents no consensus as to
what constitutes successful settlement and how this
could be measured. It does, by and large, assume
that there is such a concept. This assumption is
offered, in most cases, not by humanitarian entrants
themselves but by professionals and bureaucrats.
Thus, the ideas offered fail to recognise refugees as
central stakeholders in the development of settlement
policy and settlement services.

State and Federal government commissioned re-
search on refugee settlement continues to be domin-
ated by a belief that successful settlement can be
defined and realised via a settlement plan. The suc-
cessful achievement of “settlement” is generally
identified on the basis of indicators that may include:

• employment rate;
• income levels;
• household expenditure;
• English language proficiency;
• quality of health;
• qualifications recognition;
• sponsorship of family relatives;
• satisfaction with life in Australia;
• inter-cultural interactions and networks; and,
• access to support services (Richardson et al

2004).

“The settlement experience of new migrants” by
Richardson, Miller-Lewis, Ngo & Ilsley (2002)
concluded that humanitarian entrants’ settlement
outcomes are least favourable, in comparison to
other categories of migrants, not because of service
access and delivery failures but as a result of the
personal disadvantages with which refugees arrive.

Ho and Alcorso (2004) argue that this is a reflec-
tion of the human capital approach to migration in
Australia. That is, it is essentially an economic ration-
alist ideology that prevails in the design, develop-
ment and delivery of migration policy.
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Community sector research challenges the rigid
“plan and implement” approach preferred by govern-
ment and seeks to incorporate the experiences of
refugees into the analysis of settlement. However,
the agenda of the research reviewed in this study re-
mains a product of the researcher with refugee parti-
cipation comprising merely a validation stage within
the process of enquiry.

The Refugee Council of Australia (RCA) (2002,
2005 and 2006) suggests settlement is an “amorphous
term” in the context of humanitarian entrants: a term
for which one simple universal definition is elusive.
However, although their reports do not provide one
specific definition of settlement they do offer, as a
guide for practitioners working with refugees, that
the term settlement must not ignore the notion of
empowerment. Furthermore, settlement is not a point
to be reached but a process that will continue
throughout the person’s life.

It seems that many assumptions have been made
by policy makers and non-government organisations
in an effort to package the settlement experience and
validate the design and delivery of a settlement plan.
A gap in the literature is that we do not know if this
plan is working for a community like the Sierra
Leoneans. Furthermore, we do not know if the ele-
ments the literature suggests are being used as indic-
ators of a “successful settlement experience” are, in
fact, the elements that refugees focus on to achieve
a successful experience.

One concludes that a participatory approach to
research; one that facilitates notions of empowerment
and process to feature prominently in analysis of
settlement; is what is missing in the research re-
viewed. What is also missing is the notion that hu-
manitarian entrants themselves can enact their own
journey towards “successful settlement”. There is
no community development action research approach
to enquiry in this area nor is there any suggestion
made in the literature that such an approach would
be welcomed by refugee communities.

Methodology

Introduction
The methods that we chose; and I say “we” because
it was a collective decision of the Sierra Leonean
community and myself; are framed in the belief that
research is not merely a process of understanding
the world by capturing people’s experiences but it
is also a chance to change and influence our human
condition (Alston & Bowles 1998:14). Underpinning
our choice to conduct community development action
research was the vision we share for social justice:
a world that is capable of offering every human being
equality, dignity and freedom.

Choosing the Paradigm
Ontologically, the participants and I believe that truth
is revealed through people’s stories. Epistemologic-
ally this truth is subjective, the product of our exper-
iences. We believe that “social reality” is different
to “reality” and that I, as facilitator, immersing my-
self in the realities of the participants as an observer
and a participant can attempt to get “inside” their
world as they define it (Cherry 1999:56). Once inside
this world, I capture their descriptions, interpretations
and explanations and together we reflect and act to
change those realities that oppose our vision for so-
cial justice.

My Role as Researcher
My role was one of facilitator, a resource to assist
the community in defining their issues and supporting
them as they worked towards their solutions (Stringer
1996). My duty of care involved sitting comfortably
and ethically with discomfort, acknowledging that
not knowing means to trust that the process will re-
veal what needs to be known. Thus, it was important
to engage in a constant process of critical self-reflec-
tion, to use a continual cycle of activities to test
knowledge in action and to learn from each other.

Cycle of Activities (Adapted from Cherry
1999)
The methodology employed was adapted from
Cherry’s ‘Action Research. A pathway to Action,
Knowledge and Learning’(Cherry 1999). Features
of the approach employed that were specific to this
study included:

• the consultation of community elders in the
planning and design phase to ensure community
support and that a culturally appropriate inter-
view approach was adopted;

• an approach to ‘informed participation’ that in-
cluded the careful management of trauma recol-
lection and the fears of participants about the
potential consequences of any critical comments
they may offer;

• an acknowledgement of the ‘cultural entry’ to
the Sierra Leonean community made available
to me and the implications of that entry for the
reliability of the data;

• six semi-structured interviews conducted with
four Sierra Leonean males and two Sierra
Leonean females aged between 22 and 54 years;

• participants’ responses during interviews were
given context by processes of community reflec-
tion which occurred during gatherings, com-
munity events and celebrations; and,
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• cycles of shared reflections that both enhanced
the validity of the research findings and offered
two avenues for action viz. (a) design, develop-
ment and implementation of a networking night
held during Refugee Week that enabled more
effective connections to be established between
the Sierra Leonean and general community; and,
(b) the collaborative design, development and
facilitation (with two of the participants) of a
cross-cultural workshop program Working on
Genuine Self-Sufficiency.

Is this Trustworthy Research? –
Limitations to the Study
So, is this study reliable and valid enough to be
trusted and replicated by others in practice? To shed
light on these issues I relied on concepts offered by
Guba & Lincoln (1981 & 1982), Lincoln & Guba
(1985), Stringer (1999) and later expanded by Morse,
Barnett, Mayan, Olsa & Spiers (2002).
Credibility was established by the prolonged

period of time spent with the Sierra Leonean com-
munity in the lead up to the study and during it. This
long-standing engagement provided for the triangu-
lation of the data collected during interviews and the
checking and rechecking that stories of settlement
were shared among community members.

We achieved transferability by testing the research
findings during our actions and, as Eberhart and
Pieper (1994) recommend listed exceptions to the
findings so as to demonstrate that no single settle-
ment story can be definitive.

Results
The results of this study are presented on the basis
of the notion of settlement as a process with the
analysis of data following the sequence that defined
the interview schedule. A number of overarching
themes will also be articulated in an attempt to syn-
thesise effectively a more coherent expression of the
nature of settlement than that adopted by the Australi-
an government and associated agencies.

Participant Profile
The study involved six participants of whom four
were male and two female with the youngest aged
22 and the oldest 54. The group was evenly split
between those of urban/professional and regional/ag-
ricultural backgrounds and similarly between those
from the Mende and Krio ethnic groups. Three had
roles as elders in their Launceston community. They
had spent an average of six and a half years as
refugees with two participants having endured this
experience for more than nine years. While all parti-

cipants came to Australia from camps in Ghana, four
had reached Ghana via Liberia and two via Guinea.

The Meaning of the Word Settlement
Rather than imposing a meaning on participants, I
chose to simply ask them what they thought the word
settlement meant. It was variably described as a point
at which life is lived normally, leaving the refugee
experience behind; an opportunity to be free; to re-
gain what was lost; a physical move to a place you
have not experienced before; and an opportunity not
to be ‘differentiated’ (participant #2).

“It has so many significations, it has so many
meanings but like settlement in general from
my personal life is living…free” (participant
#1).

“Well in that sense it means…you’ve gained
what you have lost…” (participant #5).

Is there a Beginning Point to Settlement?
There was significant variance in participant re-
sponses to the question ofwhen did settlement begin?
For some, settlement began upon arrival in Australia.
Others described a process of uncertainty, not
knowing when and if settlement would ever take
place: going through interviews, not hearing of out-
comes and then realizing with a moments notice that
the experience was theirs to have.

Challenges Faced in Africa
In stage two of the interview schedule conversations
focused, with those who identified the settlement
experience as commencing in Africa, on the chal-
lenges faced there and on who and/or what helped
during this stage of the settlement experience. The
challenges highlighted by participants were confron-
ted while residing in refugee camps and included:

• food shortages & associated diseases;
• no access to education, clean water, sanitation

and/or medical care;
• no information given in relation to the processing

of their application for refugee status or possibil-
ities for re-settlement;

• no clear understanding of who was in charge and
responsible for the management of the camps;

• discrimination and harassment by local Guineans
and Ghanaians (countries of first asylum); and,

• trauma flashbacks.

Participants were unanimous in their view that the
one element that helped during these times was per-
sonal drive, a desire to survive. No other agency or
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person was said to provide the necessary hope to
face each day and get through to the next. The
powerlessness felt during this time significantly in-
fluences the settlement experience by redefining
safety in a manner that emphasises a need for a clear
understanding of one’s environment and the acquis-
ition of the skills necessary to be self-sufficient in
it.

Expectations of Life in Launceston
In stage three of the interview schedule, participants
were asked about their priorities on arrival in
Launceston. Participants related their expectations
of life in Launceston which were, in all cases, closely
aligned with their most pressing priority for settle-
ment in Australia – continuing with their education:

“My priority was to go to school…to continue
my education for all of us, for me and my hus-
band, for the kids…I thought as soon as we ar-
rived in Australia I thought my kids would be
in school” (participant #4).

Some were critical of the cultural orientation offered
in Ghana as it presented them with the biggest chal-
lenge upon arrival in Launceston. Often, the inform-
ation given at these orientation programs was of no
relevance, contributing to fears and false expectations
about life in Australia.

The First Six Months after Arrival in
Launceston
In stage four of the interview schedule, participants
were asked to explore whether or not their initial
priorities had changed during the first six months
after arrival. We delved into the challenges and as-
sistance that was encountered and the positive aspects
of these first six months of the settlement experience.

The initial priority of continuing education was
again stated by all participants as being present dur-
ing those first six months. A sense of being the only
black people in Launceston, being stereotyped as
primitive, uneducated and not exposed to Western
lifestyles were also experiences related during inter-
views. Some expressed surprise at the host com-
munity’s lack of knowledge of places like Sierra
Leone. There were also comparisons drawn between
life in Launceston and other Australian states. It
seemed that by this stage some participants had either
visited or heard of other Sierra Leoneans living in
places like Perth and Melbourne:

“I think, you have maybe it’s new receiving
blacks you know. I don’t know. I’m not trying
to play the race card or whatever but it is the
truth there weren’t much blacks and people are

much more, they are nice people and all in
Tasmania and Launceston but we are dealing
with people who are not much more freer than
some communities in Melbourne where it is
much more multicultural. There are many dif-
ferent cultures there and so people are used to
living side by side whereas in Launceston it’s
a new phenomenon and it needs to be called
and that’s done through education…” (parti-
cipant #6).

The assistance received from the Migrant Resource
Centre in Launceston was recognised by all parti-
cipants. Further, help from individual volunteers was
crucial in recognising cultural differences, develop-
ing their own networks of support, navigating the
Australian welfare system and negotiating to realise
their priorities upon arrival:

“That was [the volunteer help] one of the
greatest things because this is a culture I don’t
understand, I’ve never been in this country and
prior to that I was through so many traumatic
situations and I’m coming to, expecting me to
adjust myself to a culture that I’m not aware
of, you know I don’t have any networks or
whatever…” (participant #3).

Establishing daily routines, going to university,
feeling safe and able to access opportunities were
described as the most positive aspect of this early
period. It is important to note here that the initial
phase of settlement, seen by the government as the
period when settlement is achieved is, in fact, a
period when participants report having to deal with
the tension between their expectations and reality.
This, in turn, requires them to re-focus their priorities
from the achievement of settlement to identifying
the necessary pathway for their settlement journey.

Feeling at Home in Launceston
Stage five of the interview schedule focussed on the
notion of feeling at home: what would it take for this
to happen? If Launceston had become home, what
did it take for that to occur?

The responses were largely dependent on whether
or not people’s priorities had been to some extent
either explored or met in the time since the com-
mencement of the settlement experience. For all
participants, finding employment was associated
with fitting into society as it provided a greater level
of self-sufficiency and participants felt this enabled
them to be an active member of society. This not
only influenced the feeling of being at home but was
also said to influence whether or not a participant
felt settled. A sense of community was also described
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as contributing to a feeling of belonging in Launce-
ston:

“We came we heard too much Australian talk
about community…but actually…there is people
that only care about themselves. My type of
community…sticks together…my problem is
that when it comes to community building that
is what hold us together. You talk about com-
munity here but I don’t really see that” (parti-
cipant #3).

Looking to the Future
Stage six of the interview schedule invited parti-
cipants to offer their views on issues that still re-
quired attention: issues that perhaps in the future
would contribute to a positive and successful settle-
ment experience. They were also invited to reflect
on whether or not settlement actually could be a
successful experience.

Settlement, it was unanimously agreed, can be a
successful experience if the following can, over time,
be addressed:

• flexibility in recognising qualifications and
overseas work experience will make it possible
to gain employment and reassert their identity;

• a recognition of the levels of non-verbal illiteracy
present in the Sierra Leonean community and its
implications for people’s choices in accessing
services, training, language development and
healthcare;

• more relevant information at cultural orientations
in Africa linked to and reinforced by information
provided in Australia will lead to more realistic
expectations of life in Australia and make it more
possible to lay a solid foundation for settlement
in the first six months after arrival;

• community building so that the community itself
can assist those arriving and educate and prepare
the host community which will, in the view of
the participants, promote self-sufficiency, cultural
exchange and reciprocal learning; and,

• friendships can be developed with those involved
in refugee settlement in order to facilitate a feel-
ing of connection with people - professional be-
haviour was said to contribute to feelings of dis-
connection and a sense of being engaged only in
the context of professional duty:

“…They could not get everything done for us
but if our networks are expanded we could get
some of the things done for ourselves. We’re
not some kind of dependants, we’re just trying
to talk to those who know their way around you
know, it’s hard to do those things, it takes time,
most things we get done…but friendships is

hard to do with real people and I’m thinking
Migrant [Resource Centre] they are supposed
to be doing that.” (participant #6).

Overarching Themes
As the interviews were conducted as semi-structured
conversations followed by shared reflections there
were many comments offered, in addition to direct
answers to the questions posed, that coalesced as
themes. Here I propose to articulate the most com-
monly mentioned areas seen as influencing the set-
tlement experience.

1. Information

Regardless of when the settlement experience com-
mences, all participants identified that there is little
information given to refugees to keep them at ease
with the process of coming to Australia and to pre-
pare them for the experience of the settlement pro-
cess.

2. The Refugee Experience

All participants felt that life in a refugee camp offers
no stability, safety or certainty – often the time spent
there is years. Sharing these experiences with the
host community and service providers was seen by
participants as critical in deconstructing the myths
they perceive to exist within the host community
about refugee life and its effects on settlement in
Australia. That is, the perceptions that many Australi-
ans have of Africans who are unable to use toilets
and kitchen appliances or are generally unhygienic
can significantly restrict the ability of a humanitarian
entrant to access rental accommodation, be gainfully
employed or be invited into local homes.

3. Preparing for life in Australia

Cultural orientations offered prior to arrival in Aus-
tralia are often too simplistic; support false expecta-
tions of life in Australia; create fear; and, do not offer
strategies for confronting cultural differences on ar-
rival. These orientations are seen as missed opportun-
ities to learn more about the Australian context. For
example, many refugees learn that they will be
provided with free permanent housing on arrival;
that they will easily find work; and, that their arrival
is eagerly anticipated by the host community.

4. The aim of settlement

Self-sufficiency was said to be the main aim of set-
tlement. To achieve this aim, all participants com-
mented on the need to also prepare the general com-
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munity for the arrival of humanitarian entrants to
facilitate an atmosphere of welcome and mutual
learning. Such an environment, it was said, would
result in a greater sense of belonging for new arrivals
and render it more likely that individuals and organ-
isations in the host community would offer both
moral and practical support in the settlement process.

Summary
The collection of varied definitions for settlement
and the divergent and personal views about when
settlement begins suggests that personal perspective
is central to understanding the Sierra Leonean settle-
ment experience. Further, for all participants, under-
standing the refugee experience as part of the process
of re-settlement is critical to understanding the nature
of settlement and the support that Sierra Leoneans
would most benefit from once in Launceston.

Feeling at home in Launceston was said to largely
depend on experiences of quality and relevance in
settlement services; issues relating to marginalisation,
racism, family conflict and gender issues; difficulties
gaining employment and financial independence;
and, opportunities for connection to and participation
with the local community.

“I feel at home when I make connections and
networks that I have built…” (participant #3).

“…If I can get access to education I feel at
home…[if I stop] worrying about getting job [I
will feel at home]…” (participant #1).

Successful settlement was identified as including
effective preparation before arrival; education of the
local community; service delivery based on personal
relationships; and, connection to local community.
Self-sufficiency was said to be the ultimate goal of
settlement.

Discussion and Recommendations

Introduction
In drawing conclusions from a small-scale study like
this one, one must acknowledge that these cannot
claim to represent the totality of experiences shared
by all Sierra Leoneans residing in Launceston
(Okitikpi & Aymer 2003). Claiming but one set of
“truths” to rule out all others would be to incongru-
ently sit with the paradigm which gave way to this
enquiry.

Much of what is known about humanitarian settle-
ment in Australia is based on defining, directing and
quantifying the settlement experience via a settlement
plan. Settlement has become an end in it self – a
linear process with either a positive or negative out-

come for those directly involved (DIMIA 2002, 2002
& 2003, Richardson, Miller-Lewis, Ngo & Ilsley
2002 and Richardson, Stack, Moskos, Lester, Healey,
Miller-Lewis, Ilsley & Harrocks 2004).

However, the findings of this study contest this
understanding of settlement, reinforcing the import-
ance of personal story telling and the need to not
generalise what is described as a personal continuous
journey to self-sufficiency (RCA 2002, 2005 & 2006
& Klein 2000). A unique perspective has also
emerged through this study: one that pertains to a
sense of connection.

Settlement
The participants in this study support the view that
the word settlement is a rather “amorphous term”
(RCA 2002:4) carrying with it individual meaning
and significance. The process of settlement, having
a distinctive beginning and end point, can also be
said to be an individual experience that defies gener-
alisation.

Is there a set of “tangible markers” (RCA 2002)
that guarantee success in settlement? It would appear
that, for participants in this study, there are priorities
that, if achieved, do offer a level of success. How-
ever, underpinning these priorities there is a human
need to feel welcome and included in the country of
settlement.

This study would suggest that although parti-
cipants prioritised education, there were often other
issues such as not being known; being stereotyped;
confronting gender role differences; being rejected
and excluded from the community; and, securing
employment that also influenced the degree to which
the achievement of settlement priorities contributed
to a successful experience. This finding markedly
challenges Richardson, Miller-Lewis, Ngo and Ilsley
(2002) notion that personal disadvantages, brought
from life in Africa, alone exert the greatest negative
influence on the settlement experience of humanitari-
an entrants.

While participants did not suggest that the various
tangible elements of the government’s definition of
settlement were invalid, they offered an alternative
context within which to consider settlement. Things
like employment, education, permanent housing,
language proficiency and an understanding of Aus-
tralian social mores are indeed seen as critical to the
process of settlement. However, the notion of fixed
term completion of that process was rejected as was
the absence of important intangible factors in settle-
ment such as welcoming and belonging: in other
words, connection to the host community.

Profound issues that are often misinterpreted, or
not known, by the general community were high-
lighted by participants including:
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• that the refugee experience did not guarantee that
basic human right violations would cease to be
experienced;

• that pre-arrival preparations did not complete
people’s understanding of Australian culture;

• that learning how to live in Australia is a process
fraught with trial and error and dependant on
time and consideration.

The ultimate goals that dominated participants’
stories of settlement were empowerment and self-
sufficiency; recognition of their skills; and, an ac-
knowledgement of their experiences. This is in direct
contradiction of the conventional government view
yet seems to remain consistent with the accounts
offered by the Refugee Council of Australia (2002),
(2005) and (2006), Boyce and Madden (2000).

Welcoming – Preparing for Connection
Refugees have experienced pervasive, systematic
oppression resulting in trauma (Aristotle 1999:5).
Trauma leads to anxiety and a sense of loss of control
arising from continuous periods of exposure to un-
certainty (Ibid). Trauma also leaves individuals
pondering whom to trust and forming new relation-
ships is overwhelmingly difficult as previously held
assumptions about what humans are capable of are
shattered by memories of torture, rape, starvation
and slavery (Pittaway 2004).

Refugees see the very worst of human nature and
the shame and guilt felt at being the ones to survive
is what leads most people to want to tell their story
(Aristotle 1999). Offering a welcome and preparing
ourselves to make that connection with survivors is
the start of the healing process for refugees (RCA
2005, Ambikapathy 2003 & Aristotle 1999).

Concluding Reflections
For Sierra Leoneans, coming to Australia represents
a second or third attempt at re-establishing life
(Odonogkara 2005). Although it is argued that pro-
longed geographical dislocation does not necessarily
threaten people’s capacity to feel at home in any one
place, it is important for people to feel they belong
(Barnes 2001:396). To belong implies the ability to
be socially included (Ibid). Social inclusion, as the
participants have stated, is dependant on having
cultural, social and economic knowledge and having
their experiences acknowledged and recognised.
Participants in this study have specified that this is
not yet part of their experience in Launceston.

In Tasmania we face one crucial challenge in of-
fering emerging communities, such as the Sierra

Leoneans, a sense of social inclusion: we remain
culturally homogeneous (Boyce & Madden 2000:2)
and this influences our ability to appreciate or be
aware of what other cultures have to offer and what
they need to feel included.

So, can we ensure that people who come from
other cultures are ever settled and therefore feel at
home in Australia? I do not propose that this study
has offered a definitive answer to that question but
I do offer that participants see themselves as different
and, as much as they discuss learning and “fitting
in”, there is an underlying assumption that the host
community will also learn and adjust with them.

Barnes (2001) proposes that the longer refugees
are marginalised, or excluded from the social context,
the more different they will feel. The more different
they appear, the more the dominant culture will see
them as a threat to social cohesion (Ibid). The more
they are seen as a threat, the more likely it is that the
dominant culture will remain static, further reinfor-
cing the challenges that newcomers are faced with
upon arrival (Kibreab 1999:399).

This notion of a ‘cycle of exclusion’ is useful in
considering the position expressed by participants
in relation to the intangible human elements of settle-
ment. I believe it is useful to view the settlement
process as developing on a framework of tangible
elements necessary for practical self-sufficiency in
a new environment. However, it is important to ac-
knowledge that the experiential elements that rest
on this foundation are the connection with the host
community that is so often problematic. Such a
model and the removal of timeframes in government
administration in relation to humanitarian entrants
may well make effective settlement support more
achievable.

This new home of ours, and I say ours because I
feel connected to two homes and two cultures, offers
an opportunity to experience “relations of inclusion
and exclusion” (Olwig 1998:230). Rather than focus-
ing exclusively on whether or not the “settlement
plan” delivers new migrants’ success or failure in
settlement, I propose that the Sierra Leonean settle-
ment experience invites us all to consider whether
or not people’s experiences are dominated by oppor-
tunities to connect or disconnect with their new
home. If we are open to the proposition that people
can feel at home anywhere, and whether or not they
do depends on their experiences of connection or
disconnection, than I believe we can link offers of
compassion with limitless opportunities for connec-
tion and diversity wherever in the settlement journey
we meet.
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