Melbourne LGBTQI+ group
support young Syrian refugee
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The group, calling themselves Birrarung Strawberry,
helped ease Ayat's heavy load, leading to new
connections and a hospitality job. “I am feeling proud of
myself for what has been achieved so far,” said Ayat, “I feel
like before | came here, | spent a lot of time in bed and
now | am reborn and learning so much. It is hard
sometimes, but | have come far, and | wouldn't change
anything now | am here.”
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“We feel excited and also a tiny bit anxious.” Those were the words of Frankie Hanman-Siegersma,
the coordinator of a group formed to offer solidarity to LGBTQI+ refugee newcomers through the
Forcibly Displaced People Network (FDPN). Frankie was speaking ahead of the arrival of Ayat, a 25-
year-old refugee who had been living in Beirut, Lebanon, after fleeing Syria.

Ayat had been selected by the Australian Government to take part in a relatively new refugee
sponsorship program, known as the Community Refugee Integration and Settlement Pilot (CRISP).
They had been identified by the UN refugee agency, UNHCR, as being in urgent need of
resettlement.

Under the CRISP program, refugees are matched with a community volunteer group who help with
12 months of practical support to settle in Australia. Ayat was matched with a group of five based in
metropolitan Melbourne who call themselves Birrarung Strawberry. The group wanted to support a
refugee from the LGBTQI+ community and had set about raising funds through GoFundMe and
Shout for Good to help facilitate her resettlement. By mid-January, the group had raised over $6,000.

It was an instant match between Ayat and the group. “Before coming here, | was worried about the
support and how things would be but now | am here | see it's really good,” Ayat said after her first
week in Melbourne. “It's going well. They are very supportive, and we talk openly about things.”
With a history of mental health issues and following the death of family member, Ayat had arrived
with a heavy load. But she was determined to move forward, even before her arrival. She pursued a
nail art course while working as a waitress in Beirut. She was able to converse in English, but Ayat
wanted to pursue English studies in Australia and be with others, like herself, from the LGBTQI+
community.

Ayat spent the first month living with one of the group members, giving her time to look for more
permanent housing. But the enormity of the transition from Beirut to Australia was one she
underestimated, and Ayat began to struggle again with her mental health. This is where Birrarung
Strawberry really sprang into action. With its connections and know-how, the group was able to
successfully point Ayat in the right direction, helping her find the kind of support she needed to get
through this momentous life change.

After this, Ayat moved into student accommodation and secured a job at a restaurant in the city.
One of the group members also connected Ayat with the Queer Arab community, “which has really
helped her with feeling at home and part of the community.”

Ayat is especially grateful for the support from the volunteer group. “They are amazing,” she said,
“They always message and check on me. We have dinner together.”

“I am feeling proud of myself for what has been achieved so far,” Ayat continued. “| feel like before |
came here, | spent a lot of time in bed and now | am reborn and learning so much. It is hard
sometimes, but | have come far, and | wouldn't change anything now | am here.”
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