
The CRISP support group, one of a growing number active in
the region,  welcomed refugee newcomers Rita, Salah and
their three children. Soon after arriving, Salah secured a job
at a local pizza shop, and Rita began working as a cleaner. It
was a step toward their dream careers: Salah aspires to
joining the police force, while Rita hopes to work in the
disability or aged-care sector. The personal connection
between the support group and the family was what made
the experience so enriching for all involved. And it’s what’s
motivated the Warrnambool locals to now welcome a
second household into their community.

A  Warrnambool Welcome
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Eight healthcare professionals, a family business maven and a priest join forces to welcome an
arriving refugee household to their community. It’s not the beginning of a joke; it’s the beginning of
a new journey. These Warrnambool locals put their hands up to support the Saqat family for 12
months as part of the Community Refugee Integration and Settlement Pilot (CRISP). After months
of preparation, members of the group now waited in the arrivals terminal, welcome signs in hand,
eagerly anticipating their first encounter with the people who would soon become like family. 

The CRISP, a joint initiative from the Department of Home Affairs and Community Refugee
Sponsorship Australia (CRSA), leverages the kindness of community members to help provide a
warm welcome and a soft landing to arriving refugees. Since its launch in 2022, the initiative has
seen over 500 refugee newcomers welcomed into communities across every Australian state and
territory.
 
Warrnambool group coordinator Katherine Stewart, a registered nurse who works at the local
community health centre, saw the CRISP as an opportunity to do something personal that had a
profound impact. "It's a privilege for us to be part of it, meeting people who have been through
some stuff we can't even imagine," said Katherine.

The group were matched with Salah and Rita, and their three children, Mirna (15), Jayms (14), and
Jonathan (6). The family were forced to flee their burning home, which had been set alight by ISIS
forces. Their status as minority, Aramaic-speaking Christians placed them in the crosshairs of the
terrorist group. 

"They started bombing our village and many people were killed. The children, women. Many, many
people killed," told Salah, "We decide to leave Iraq." 

Their journey to safety in Warrnambool had been a long one. But when Rita and Salah saw the
supporter group at the airport, their worries all but vanished. 

The group were able to use a vacant presbytery as temporary housing for the family, and locals
donated all the furniture. Because of this, Salah and Rita were able to start laying a solid foundation
for this new life chapter in Warrnambool. 

The couple immersed themselves in learning English and searching for work. Salah quickly secured
a job at a local pizza shop, while Rita began working as a cleaner. It was a step toward their dream
careers: Salah aspires to join the police force, while Rita hopes to work in the disability or aged-care
sector. 

At the end of their first year in Australia, Salah, Rita, and their children reported that they felt a kind
of settled that they hadn’t expected - one that felt homely and hopeful. And for Katherine and the
rest of the group, they had not only welcomed new neighbours but also lifelong friends.  Their local
supporter group are now preparing to welcome their second household to Warrnambool under the
CRISP. They are one of five support groups who have welcomed a refugee household in the region,
all with strong community connections and support.
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