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History

Iraq gained independence in 1932 after a long history of Ottoman and British rule.  In 1958, the prime minister and royal family were killed in a military coup.  A second and third coup followed in 1963 and 1968, ultimately resulting in a Ba’ath government.
      

In 1979, Saddam Hussein came to power as president of the Ba’ath government.
  From 1980-1988, Iraq and Iran were involved in a war which ended in a UN brokered ceasefire.

In 1990, conflict arose between Iraq and Kuwait, leading to the ‘Gulf War’ (1991), which also involved a US coalition.  Sanctions imposed by the UN, throughout and following this time, resulted in significant impact on the Iraqi economy and population.

In 2003, the US led a controversial military attack on Iraq.  In June 2004, sovereignty was transferred to an interim government
.  International troops remain in Iraq, and the challenges for stabilization and rebuilding of the country are significant.  

The Iraq-born population in Australia includes Arabs, Armenians, Assyrians, Chaldeans, Jews, Kurds, Turks, and Turkmens. 
  Religions followed include Islam, Judaism, and Christianity, amongst others.

It should be noted that it was beyond the scope of this research to explore the settlement issues relating to Armenian, Chaldean, Jewish, and Turkmen communities in the north west region of Melbourne.  It is anticipated that this will be conducted at a later date. 

Iraq Born Settlement Experience in the North Western Region of Melbourne

It is an easy thing for service providers and the Australian born community at large to group migrants and refugees who come to Australia into homogenous entities that disregard religious, cultural and historical identities of people.   The complex reality, however, is far different.  

The qualitative research component of this profile aims to provide a resource that gives service providers an accurate, insightful and useful glimpse into differences in culture (between country of origin and Australia); and settlement issues confronted.  It also identifies gaps in service provision, and some examples of what has worked well for a cross section of migrants from Iraq born communities.  It is hoped that this information will stimulate creative thinking, discussion and response by service providers and other working with communities and individuals in Victoria, further developing the capacity of communities and assisting their settlement in Australia.
Interviews were conducted with a cross-section of Iraq born migrants in the north-west region of Melbourne, including men and women from Arabic, Assyrian and Kurdish ethnic groups (ethnicities), around the themes mentioned.  Most had come to Australia as refugees, many had children, and all had significant involvement or connection with their communities in Victoria. 
 

It should be noted that it is beyond the scope of this profile to address every cultural difference, settlement issue, or gap in service provision.  Its purpose is to provide a snapshot into the realities facing new migrants to Australia.  Furthermore, the issues mentioned here are not necessarily representative of the entire Iraq born community in the north-west region of Melbourne.  Service providers and others working with the Iraq born community should be wary of making assumptions and generalisations about this people group.

 It was evident that all interviewees experienced such settlement issues as needing to understand English, finding housing, education and employment, and trying to make sense of an entirely different culture.  More specific issues identified by those interviewed will be discussed in the following pages.

Settlement Experience of the Iraq born Arabic Community

Within the Arabic Iraq born community, there is a deep-seated reliance on family and community for support, and it is much easier for people to settle if they have family here.   For many people, community life centres around the mosque.

Those who arrive with English skills have a greater advantage than those who do not.  Language was cited by all interviewed as an extremely important issue for those settling in Australia.

Cultural differences, settlement issues, and gaps in service provision

Cultural differences, settlement issues, and gaps in service provision overlap quite strongly within the Arabic Iraq born community.

Interviewees expressed a need for community workers to link people with community contacts when they first arrive – for example, showing them where to find the mosque, existing groups to join, where to buy halal food, find church, and to give help in actually getting to places, rather than just showing them where to go on a map.
  

Many needs centre around children, parents and parenting.  For Arabic young people, there is a considerable sense of being torn between life in Iraq and life in Australia.  Some parents are living with their minds in both Iraq and Australia, almost in denial about living in Australia, longing to return to Iraq, and in a sense refusing to put roots down and settle in this country.
    This reflects the fact that refugees have not chosen to leave their country, and so the longing to return can remain strong.

Parents are also fearful of letting children join in school programs, activities, and camps, particularly females, because of previous dangerous experiences prior to coming to Australia.

It is extremely difficult for parents to know how to maintain Arabic traditions, with kids going to school and being influenced by their peers.
 It would be excellent if funding could be provided for people to assist communities in dealing with intergenerational conflict that arises from a clash between traditional culture and mainstream Australian society, and also to assist children to cope with being part of two cultures.  For instance, funding could be provided to community organizations to take children camping and teach them traditions and cultural awareness.  This idea has been successfully carried out by an Assyrian worker with five Assyrian girls.  Integral to its success was the long-term trust established between the worker and the parents. 
 

Trust and building long-term relationships with individuals and groups are crucial for all service providers working with Iraq born communities.
  Because the system in Australia is very different to that of Iraq, the community will take time to understand and trust the system.  They are likely to form connections with a person more than an organisation in the early stages of settlement.  

Interviewees have also expressed needs around assistance with childcare, parenting skills and having access to trauma counselling.

Causes for Celebration

The settlement achievements of predecessors have established some cultural understanding between communities and mainstream society.  Arab Iraqi predecessors have made it much easier for children going to school, and schools have been very helpful to kids, in terms of providing Halal food at barbecues and parties etc, and generally being very culturally aware.  

Dreams for the Community 

One of the interviewees stated this as her dream for the Arabic Iraq born community in Melbourne: “That the older, more established community and the newly arrived community can gather together to make something of themselves.  That people will be open with other communities and share their experiences.  That people will be able to find jobs, have permanency in Australia, and develop language skills.”

Settlement Experiences of the Iraq born Assyrian Community

Assyrian and Chaldean groups have frequently combined in Australia for activities and support groups.  Both follow Christian faith, and have been minority groups in their former country.  The Assyrian community in Australia has developed very strong relationships within the community, and depend on each other for support, and a sense of feeling safe.  Church communities and priests are very strong sources of support.  

Cultural differences

The people interviewed spoke of the Assyrian community in Iraq having to constantly fight for their ethnic identity to be recognized.  In the north of Iraq, they are classified as Kurdish, while in the middle and south, they are recognized as Arab.  It is therefore important to them that their ethnic identity is recognized in Australia.  They also spoke of Assyrian people being treated as second class citizens in Iraq: for instance, being able to access education, but never being able to work in positions of authority or power.
  There has been no opportunity to protest about rights or to question laws that affect them in Iraq. 

Settlement Issues

As a result of the above issues, it is therefore very difficult for Iraq born Assyrian migrants to trust that services are there ‘for them’, and to trust organisations and service providers.
  

The education system in Australia is very different to that of Iraq, and this becomes particularly confusing for parents of children attending school.  There is also a clash between the Australian culture being adopted by children, and the traditional culture retained by families, resulting in families not knowing what to do. 

There are significant language barriers in terms of settlers obtaining education and employment.  Furthermore, when qualifications obtained in Iraq are not recognized in Australia, people are not able to find jobs that are of a similar level to their work in Iraq. 
 This is often cause for depression or marginalisation of settlers.  Inability to gain employment in general is also a considerable concern within the community.

As a combined result of having lived in a Muslim country (and subsequent lack of independence) and being a new settler to Australia, women are often not confident about running their families and using things such as public transport.  As a result they depend on husbands heavily for support, inhibiting their husbands from finding work.
  A need exists to assist women to feel more confident with Australian systems, and build confidence about living in Australia.

Gaps in service provision

It is crucial for professionals and service providers working with the Assyrian community to build up long-term relationships and trust between themselves and the communities.  For instance, by having face to face contact with groups, attending groups and doing activities with them, rather than just speaking to people over the phone; or when teaching groups about relevant information, providing more than two workshops to groups to enable them to learn over a longer period of time.

There is a strong need for organisations and service providers to educate the Assyrian community about their rights, that services are available for them, what they can provide, that they can trust organisations to treat them well, and to encourage the community to work with services.

It is also essential to provide education to elderly people about what is available to them in terms of service provision, for instance, HACC programmes.
  Elderly people are keen to have something constructive to do that enables them to contribute to Australian society, and one of the interviewees said ‘even if they could just work in a factory, they would feel like they were doing something useful, it would get them out of the house and meeting other people’. 
 

As a result of their experiences, often refugees and migrants can just say ‘yes’ to things, even when they don’t know what is going on, in order to please the service provider, because they are fearful of consequences if they say no.  This emphasises the necessity of providing interpreters and establishing long-term relationships of trust with communities.

A need to recognize and support the Assyrian culture is a further gap that exists.  For instance, avoiding the trap of confusing Assyrian people with Arabic speakers and providing them Arabic interpreters.  A further need is for more bilingual workers to work with the community to affirm and build the culture they have retained while living here.
 

A vast gap in service provision, and hence great opportunity to respond creatively, lies in the education of parents to understand services available to them to help with coming to terms with system in Australia, and with issues between themselves and teenagers and children.  Activities for young people, such as creating places for them to gather in, sporting activities, and excursions are also required.  One way of doing this would be by supporting community groups and churches who have contact with young people to provide such activities.

Constructive activities that bring men together are also needed.

Causes for Celebration.

Recently an Assyrian worker took five Assyrian girls camping to teach them Assyrian traditions, and cultural awareness.  This was the first time children had ever been allowed to go on a camp – they were not allowed to go on school camps because parents fearful of what would happen to them.  Integral to the camp’s success was the long-term trust established between the worker and the parents.

Sessions have been conducted in primary and high schools around Broadmeadows with parents, to resolve problems between students and teachers that result from students not understanding the Australian system of education.  This resulted in sessions being run for one to two hours after school where teachers assist students with homework.  It has promoted understanding, and resolved issues of conflict, between all parties.
  

An Assyrian women’s group is running at Penola College, where women voluntarily meet for two hours fortnightly to mend uniforms.  This has built strong connections with the school and provided women with contributive work to do while promoting social connectedness between the women.
  

Eight week leadership course run with the Beth Nahren Assyrian women’s group through VASS.  These women also contributed to the Eating the City Festival held at Birrarung Marr in May, and are involved in the planting festival in Hume in October.  These celebratory events extend to families and friends, encouraging social connectedness.
  

Dreams for Community

One of the strongest dreams articulated by interviewees for their communities was that young people will grow up with a strong sense of their own Assyrian identity.

Settlement Experiences of Iraq Born Kurdish Community

Iraq born Kurds have a very strong national identity with all other Kurdish people, regardless of their country of birth.  One of the major coping strategies that Kurdish Iraq born people use is to share information and advice with each other.

Settlement issues

A significant concern that Iraq born Kurdish people have is to have their identity as Kurds recognized.  Their recent history, and the strong cultural identity of Kurds, makes this extremely important.  One of the settlement issues facing Kurds is that interpreters are often provided in the wrong dialect - there are two Kurdish dialects: Kurmanji and Sorani.  There is a need for greater understanding of Kurdish society, culture and tradition amongst service providers.

Education is a further concern facing settlers, for instance expense of tertiary education for children of migrants/refugees.  Interviewees also identified the need for schools to cater more effectively for the needs of ESL students – for example,  simpler language use in the classroom,  more assistance with homework, and understanding class work.

There have also been serious misunderstandings between schools and parents around the disciplining of children.  Children have been receiving protective behaviours education without parents being included in it.  Communities perceive that schools are pushing the rights of children with more emphasis than the obligations, i.e. obedience and respect for parents.  

 It is extremely difficult for those who have come from New Zealand, and have NZ citizenship, as they do not have access to the same financial support that other migrants are entitled to.

Gaps in service provision

There is a tremendous need for education of school communities around traditional disciplinary methods used by Kurdish families, and proper education of Kurdish families around what is acceptable in Australia .  Furthermore, the encouragement of dialogue and innovations that bridge the gap between communities and mainstream systems such as schools are needed to ensure that families are treated with understanding and respect, and fragmentation of families does not occur unnecessarily.

The provision of information in both Kurdish dialects and better assistance when people first arrive to enable them to access services and link in with other Kurdish people are further gaps in service provision that exist.

Causes for Celebration

The Kurdish community have themselves worked hard to develop their own communities and associations that retain culture and traditions, and gain recognition of their identity.

A music and folk group for Kurdish community, sponsored by AMES, that was running until recently enabled the celebration and transmission of culture, and was a significant focal point for community life.

Dreams for the Community

One of the primary dreams of those interviewed are that the Kurdish community will be treated as Kurds, and registered as Kurds by the Immigration Department.

Conclusions – Iraq Born Community

Within all sections of the Iraq born community, there is a strong sense of people relying on each other for support.  It is also clear that ethnic identity is extremely important for all sections within the Iraq born community.  This is intrinsically linked to the difficulties young people (and parents) experience in retaining culture and traditions while living in Australia, and their need for assistance in this area.  

It seems there is a strong need to bridge the gap between communities, systems and service providers, particularly the education system.  This will involve learning, education and working together from both sides.

Trust has emerged as a strong issue for the Iraq born population, and it is important for service providers to recognize this in their work with communities (for example, the rights based system in Australia is very different to that of Iraq and so new arrivals need to feel and develop trust before they will engage beyond the most functional level).

Statistical Settlement Data of Iraq Born Settlers in Australia
The following information has been obtained from statistics derived from the most recent census data in Australia.  It should be noted that these statistics are general and not all Iraq born people will fit into the categories prescribed by the census. We therefore must be conscious of making assumptions and generalizations about people from the community.

At the time of the 1996 Census there were 14,005 Iraq born people living in Australia.  By the 2001 census, this population had dramatically grown to 24, 832, representing a 77.3% increase.

The majority of the Iraq born population have settled in New South Wales (15, 746), followed by Victoria (6, 093), Western Australia (1, 477),  South Australia (756) and Queensland (628).  Extremely small populations have settled in the ACT (80), Tasmania (39) and the Northern Territory (13).
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Prior to 1981, 288 Iraq born people had settled in Victoria.  A further 261 people arrived from 1981-5, and 119 between 1986 and 1990.  The population increased dramatically in the next 10 years: 2,203 arrived from 1991-5 and 2,970 arrived between 1996 and 2001.
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In Victoria, 91.9% of the Iraq born population live in the Melbourne metropolitan area.  The largest numbers have settled in the local government areas of Hume (35.8% of the total) and Moreland (17.4%).  Darebin, Whittlesea and Greater Dandenong also feature in the top five local government areas of settlement.
 

	Top 10 Local Government Areas for Iraq Born Settlement in Victoria.


	Local Government Area
	Total Number
	Percentage of Total
	Change between 1996-2001 Census
	(Percentage)

	Hume 
	2179
	35.8
	1323
	20.5

	Moreland
	1060
	17.4
	-100
	-1.8

	Darebin
	519
	8.5
	37
	1.5

	Whittlesea
	502
	8.2
	391
	35.2

	Greater Dandenong
	308
	5.1
	163
	16.3

	Greater Shepparton
	265
	4.3
	260
	121.2

	Kingston
	115
	1.9
	39
	8.6

	Maribyrnong
	108
	1.8
	27
	5.9

	Moira
	105
	1.7
	100
	83.8

	Brimbank
	103
	1.7
	60
	19.1

	Other LGA’s
	829
	13.5
	293
	150.2 

	Victoria Total
	6093
	100
	2593
	11.7


The majority of those who have settled in the north-western region of Melbourne have arrived through the family stream.  This population is closely followed by those who have arrived through the family stream.  The largest total population is in Brimbank, with 6111 settlers.

	Number of Iraq born by Migration Stream


	
	Humanitarian
	Family
	Skill
	Other
	Total

	Brimbank
	1767
	3069
	1254
	21
	6111

	Hume
	1210
	185
	3
	n/a
	1398

	Maribyrnong
	48
	7
	n/a
	n/a
	55

	Melton
	n/a
	n/a
	n/a
	n/a
	n/a

	Moonee Valley
	26
	3
	n/a
	n/a
	29


The 2001 census showed that the age structure of the Iraq born community is concentrated in the young to mid adult age groups, with the average age being 31 years.  26.5% of the population were in the 25-34 age group, 21.2% in the 35-44 age group and 18.5% in the 15-24 age group.  Only 1.1% of the population is over 75 years.
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At the time of the 2001 Census, 45.9% of the Iraq born population in Victoria spoke  Arabic (including Lebanese) at home.  43.8% of the population spoke Assyrian (including Aramaic) and 2.1% spoke Kurdish.  3.1% of the population spoke English only, while 4.3% spoke other languages.

Of the people who spoke another language at home and English, 31.7% assessed themselves as speaking English very well.  36.6% spoke English well, 21% not well, and 6% not at all.  Of the Iraq born who do not speak English at all, 48.4% live in the City of Hume. 

In relation to English proficiency, it should be noted that this question is self assessed, and while 6% stated they could not speak English at all, service providers should be aware that the use of interpreters for complex or unfamiliar information significantly aids communication.  It is always MRC NW’s recommendation to offer an interpreter to the client.

	English proficiency of Iraq Born in North-Western Region Local Government Areas


	
	Brimbank
	Hume
	Maribyrnong
	Melton
	Moonee Valley

	English Only
	4
	28
	4
	N/A
	N/A

	Speaks very well
	32
	651
	29
	N/A
	N/A

	Speaks well
	46
	808
	45
	N/A
	N/A

	Speaks not well
	12
	471
	17
	N/A
	N/A

	Speaks not at all
	6
	176
	5
	N/A
	N/A

	Not stated
	3
	45
	8
	N/A
	N/A


More than half of Victoria’s Iraq born population belong to various Christian denominations: 51.1% are Western Catholic, 4.3% belong to Assyrian Church of the East, 2.6% are Catholic, and 1.7% Greek Orthodox.  Only 28.5% of the Iraq born population in Victoria were recorded as following Islam, and 8.6% other religions.
 

	Major Religion of the Iraq Born Community


	
	Iraq Born Community
	Total Victoria

	Western Catholic
	3,116
	1,315,324

	Islam
	1,737
	9,2813

	Assyrian Church of the East
	262
	602

	Catholic
	158
	346

	Greek Orthodox
	106
	159344

	No Religion
	37
	804,577

	Other Religions
	526
	1,731,766

	Not Stated
	154
	556,157

	Total
	6,096
	4,660,929


The 2001 Census showed that 24.3% of the Iraqi born population aged 15 years and over had post school qualifications.  Overall, qualifications for the Iraq born populations differed from those of the Victorian population.

	Qualifications of the Iraq Born Population in Victoria


	
	Total Iraq Born
	Total Victoria Born

	Postgraduate Degree
	97
	66,149

	Graduate Diploma
	25
	65,595

	Bachelor Certificate
	572
	394,497

	Diploma
	545
	767,339

	Not Stated
	551
	427,891

	Not Applicable
	3,327
	1,993,110

	Total
	5,117
	3,714,518


At the time of the 2001 Census, 38.1% of the Iraqi born population were in the labour force, compared with 48.2% of the total population of Victoria. 

	Labour Force Participation for the Iraq Born Community


	Labour Force

 Participation
	Total Iraq Born Population
	Total Victoria Born Population

	In Labour Force
	38.1%
	48.2%

	        Employed
	23.5%
	44.9%

	        Unemployed
	14.6%
	3.3%

	Not in Labour Force
	44.8%
	28.1%

	Not Stated
	1.1%
	3.4%

	Not Applicable
	17.1%
	20.3%

	Unemployment Rate
	23.3%
	6.8%


	CSSS Funded Agencies Working with the Iraq Born Community in the North West

	Organisation
	Address
	Phone
	Description

	Islamic Women’s Welfare Council of Victoria
	169 Fitzroy St,

FITZROY  3065

www.vicnet.net.au/iwwcv
	9309 0055


	Settlement support and community development for Muslim women in Victoria.

	Dianella Community Health
	21-27 Hudson Circuit

MEADOW HEIGHTS 3048

www.dianella.org
	9302 8888
	Casework and capacity building for newly arrived and young refugees in Hume.

	Migrant Resource Centre North West – Hume Office
	Visy Cares Learning Centre

3-17 Hudson Circuit

MEADOW HEIGHTS 3048
	9301 5199
	Provides settlement information and support to newly arrived migrants and refugees.

	Northern Migrant Resource Centre
	251 High St 

PRESTON 3072 
	9383 6233
	Provides settlement information and support to newly arrived migrants and refugees.

	The Victorian Foundation for the Survivors of Torture
	PO Box 96

PARKVILLE 3052
	9388 0022
	Casework and innovative programmes with survivors of torture.

	Victorian Arabic Social Services
	74 Phillip St

BROADMEADOWS 3047
	9230 4411
	Integrated casework, groups work and information services for Arabic youth and isolated women.


The agencies listed here have been funded by DIMIA to provide settlement support to newly arrived Iraq born communities.  There are many other community and volunteer based groups working with the Iraq born community.  Some of these agencies are listed in the Victorian Multicultural Resources Directory.  This directory can be accessed on the Victorian Office of Multicultural Affairs website at www.voma.vic.gov.au. 
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