
Parents Sajid and Samina are employed in the aged care
and meat processing sectors, and their kids are thriving at
school. This is the story of how a Warwick volunteer group
comprised of everyday Aussies helped a refugee family of
five who were “willing to do anything” secure a brighter
future. 

Working and studying in the Southern
Downs: A new life for a go-getter family 

refugeesponsorship.org.au



Known as the “Rose and Rodeo Capital,” Warwick serves as the hub of the Southern Downs. It’s
also where eight volunteers, calling themselves the Southern Downs Welcome Circle, came
together to support the Mahmood family, a refugee family of five. Originally from Pakistan, Sajid
and Samina Mahmood, along with their three children, fled to Negombo, Sri Lanka, where they
lived in a state of limbo for four years.  

Before coming to Australia, Samina expressed her frustration with their situation in Sri Lanka.
“We’re not allowed to work here,” she said. “We don’t have enough money. We’re hoping we can
both work, our kids can go to school, and we can have a life.”  

She recalled the process of gaining UNHCR refugee status to come to Australia, “When we had
the interview, they asked us this question: they said if you had to wash dishes would you do it?
We said yes, we are willing to do anything.” 

That was in early 2023. Fast forward 12 months, and the Mahmood family is building a brighter
future in the QLD Southern Downs. Both parents are employed, and their children are thriving in
school. Sajid works the night shift five days a week at a meat processing facility and attends
TAFE on two days. Samina is employed in the aged care sector as a kitchen assistant and
cleaner. She has recently completed a Certificate 3 in Aged Care while also studying at TAFE and
is looking to extend her employment in aged care. 

“They have come a long way in 12 months. Everything they had to learn was huge,” said Doug
Wilson, the group’s coordinator. “The family is well accepted by everyone who interacts with
them in the community. The warmth that they give is reciprocated back to them.” The Welcome
Circle was matched with the Mahmood family through the Community Refugee Integration and
Settlement Pilot (CRISP), a partnership between the Federal Government and Community
Refugee Sponsorship Australia (CRSA), a national non-profit. The CRISP identifies refugees in
urgent need of resettlement and pairs them with local community supporter groups. These
groups provide personal support for the household’s first 12 months in Australia. Equipped with
training and resources from CRSA, the Southern Downs Welcome Circle felt confident in their
ability to offer a warm welcome and a soft landing for the Mahmoods.  

Doug highlighted the community’s generosity. “Everyone has pitched in and connected with the
family,” he said. The group arranged schooling for the children, including securing free tuition.
Friends of the support group offered the family a house at a reduced rent. The volunteers also
helped enrol Sajid and Samina in English language classes and facilitated essential registrations
with a bank, Medicare, and Services Australia, as well as arranging doctor and dental
appointments.  

Doug believes CRISP has been instrumental in helping the family rebuild their lives. “It is
assisting refugees to have a safe home and a new life. Having community support provides an
easier transition into Australian life,” he said. “What I feel good about is knowing that, if they
strike a wall, they know what to do.” 
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