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Executive Summary

The Nundah Community Enterprises Cooperative
(NCEC) Economic Pathways to Refugee
Integration (EPRI) Program is a flexible and
supportive program designed to assist people
from refugee backgrounds in South Brisbane
and Logan areas overcome barriers to social and
economic participation.

The program uses a relational and individualised
approach to help participants achieve their
training and employment goals through skills
acquisition, vocational training, work experience,
employment outcomes, English language
improvement and specialised case work and
support planning.

The NCEC team works within a strong practice
framework, centred on the principle of
‘accompaniment’, while being mindful of the
complexities of working with this cohort. Central
to this approach is a philosophy of “living
practice”, which prioritises understanding and
responding to participants’ lived experiences in
contrast to rigid or linear progress models. This
ensures the program remains flexible, impactful,
and genuinely supportive of the participants
involved.

THIS REPORT IS DIVIDED INTO THREE SECTIONS

1 2

Part One is three case
studies of participants’
experiences in the EPRI
program.

Part Two is an evaluation of
the EPRI program, including
its strengths and challenges.

3

Part Three is an overview

of the NCEC practice
framework that has
structured the delivery

of this work, based on
interviews and focus groups
with participants and
workers.

Supported by

Australian Government

Department of Home Affairs
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Background of Nundah Community Enterprises

Cooperative

Nundah Community Enterprises Cooperative
(NCEC) is a not-for-profit workers cooperative
that was established in 1998, with a mission
to create sustainable employment and training
opportunities for disadvantaged workers.
Using a community development approach,

a small group of community members came
together around a shared concern, and a jobs
club for people with disabilities was started.
This grew to become a member-governed

workers cooperative with around 70 staff,

half of whom have a disability or come from a
refugee background. NCEC provides people with
meaningful work opportunities through several
small enterprises including two Brisbane cafes,
a successful catering business, a large parks
and gardens maintenance operation, a speakers
group, as well as hosting employment related
training in horticulture and hospitality for more
than 60 people per year.

Background of migrant and refugee cohort

Migrant and refugee settlement in Australia is
shaped by diverse challenges and complexities.
Key barriers facing this cohort include language
proficiency, limited access to transport, housing
insecurity, and mental health concerns such

as trauma, anxiety, and depression (Deloitte
Access Economics & Paul Ramsay Foundation,
2024). Cultural differences and the complexity
of navigating systems like Centrelink often
exacerbate these issues, making it difficult for
some individuals to fully engage with support
services and employment pathways.

Employment outcomes are a critical indicator

of successful settlement, yet participation in
the job market remains low for many migrants
and refugees. Only 3-5% secure employment
within the first six months of arrival, increasing
to 16% after 1-2 years and 23% after 2—-3 years
(Tudge, 2020). Unemployment rates remain
high, with 77% unemployed after one year,
38% after three years, and 22% after 10 years
(Tudge, 2020). Many experience “occupational
skidding”, where they are unable to find work
that matches their qualifications (Collins, 2017).
EPRI cohort figures are likely significantly worse
than this, as program eligibility criteria include
having a low level of English proficiency and
limited formal education, which often indicates
low overall literacy. Many participants also
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come from rural areas in their home countries,
where access to education was minimal or non-
existent.

Despite these challenges, migrants and refugees
often demonstrate resilience and adaptability,
particularly as entrepreneurs. Refugees show
above-average success in self-employment,
using informal community networks and
targeted support programs to overcome
systemic barriers (Refugee Council of Australia,
2019). Tailored programs focused on skills
development, English language proficiency, and
job readiness have proven effective, particularly
when delivered in partnership with community
organisations such as NCEC.

Studies consistently highlight that meaningful
employment is pivotal to positive settlement
outcomes, contributing to financial stability,
social integration, and a sense of purpose
(Deloitte Access Economics & Paul Ramsay
Foundation, 2024). Flexible, individualised
support — such as that provided by organisations
like NCEC — can empower migrants and refugees
to navigate their settlement journey, fostering
long-term community contribution (Whereto
Research, 2024).



Background of Economic Pathways to Refugee

Integration (EPRI) program

NCEC’s Economic Pathways to Refugee
Integration (EPRI) program is funded by the
Department of Home Affairs and works with
people from a wide variety of ethnic and cultural
backgrounds. Most participants are women
from Papua New Guinea and the Democratic
Republic of Congo, many of whom are single
mothers or partnered with young children. Other
participants have come from Iran, Afghanistan,
Syria, Iraq, Ethiopia, Eritrea, South Sudan,
Burundi, Rwanda, Kenya, Myanmar and Ukraine.

NCEC provides migrants and refugees with
several options to engage in the EPRI program.
These are based on the individual needs of
participants and include:

» Individual based case work — flexible,
ongoing and client-specific case work
meetings with a NCEC employment case
worker whose role is to support people to
increase their English language and skills
into employment. An individual training
and support plan is developed which
includes employment preparation goals and
activities.

e Group work — a six month group sewing
class, formed in partnership with the
local Congolese community, with an
experienced vocational trainer and an
NCEC case worker present. In these group
sessions, participants learn how to sew and
have the opportunity to build meaningful
connections with others. The sewing
classes have experimented with a variety
of Swahili and English language delivery
modes. Earlier in the project there was
two days per week with a Swahili speaking
sewing trainer and two days per week with
an English speaking sewing trainer. More
recently the project has two days per week
with a Swabhili speaking sewing trainer and
there is also a dedicated English language
class being run in partnership with the
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Ethnic Communities Council Queensland
(ECCQ) three days/week. This class is also
working to increase digital literacy and
other skills. The training helps participants
improve employment opportunities, as well
as address social isolation, loneliness, low
self-esteem and increase pre-employment
skills.

o Business development workshops —
providing a pathway for refugees who
are looking to start their own business.
Participants receive training and mentorship
by NCEC case workers and are also
connected to employers and business
mentors.

EPRI participants are also offered opportunities
to complete a minimum of 12 weeks of
Australian work experience through an NCEC
social enterprise or other Queensland social
enterprises.

As part of the EPRI program, participants can
take part in an English language course to
increase their language skills. These include:

« Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) and
receive a certificate

- Conversational English group at the local
community centre

» Weekly conversational English class run by
NCEC.

Each option in the EPRI program is not a
mutually exclusive pathway — participants are
able to engage with any EPRI stream, and their
journey through the program is led by their
needs.

NCEC had a target of 45 participants to be
engaged in the program. As of November 2024,
55 participants had engaged in the program
with interest and demand from target cohort
increasing steadily.



EPRI Sewing group

As part of the EPRI program, NCEC initiated
group-specific training programs in partnership
with community groups who expressed
particular needs or interests. The Sewing Group
is a six month program and was established to
support anyone from a refugee background. It
has primarily attracted women from Central and
East African backgrounds by providing a safe
space to learn sewing skills, build confidence,
and foster a sense of community.

Evaluation methodology

The evaluation of the EPRI program took place
between June — December 2024, drawing on
individual interviews, focus groups, and desktop
research of previous reports. It was conducted
by a research team from Community Praxis
Co-op Ltd - Rachael Donovan and Dr. Peter
Westoby. Data collection included:

- two focus groups with sewing group
participants, 19 participants total

- four individual interviews with EPRI
participants

« two focus groups with three NCEC workers
(two case workers, and one manager).

Information about the interview and focus

group was sent in advance to participants, and
interpreter support was offered when required.
Interviews were held at the participant’s home,
or the NCEC office, depending on what was most
convenient for each individual.

Focus groups with the sewing group were held
at the training premises after one of their sewing
classes. Information sheets with the interview
guestions were also sent to each participant
[see Appendix 1]. This information was also
outlined at the beginning of each interview and
focus group, emphasising that participation was
voluntary, and they could withdraw at any time.
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Participants, including single mothers, widows,
and those facing social isolation, often
experience barriers such as limited English
proficiency and difficulty finding employment,
which this group aims to address. The evaluation
of the sewing group (below) demonstrates that
it has significantly contributed to participants’
personal growth and capacity, helping them

gain practical skills while forming strong social
connections.

Rachael Donovan Dr. Peter Westoby

After each interview and the second focus
group, transcripts were sent to participants for
verification.

Data analysis was conducted by the research
team from Community Praxis Co-op, identifying
and clustering themes from the transcripts.

The themes key to evaluating the program are
discussed in Part Two of this report. The themes
relevant to the practices of NCEC are discussed
in Part Three of this report.



Case Studies

To provide the context and essence of NCEC’s implantation of the EPRI program, we
start this report with some stories of participants. The following case studies were
developed based on interviews with three EPRI participants. They highlight the
strengths and some of the limitations of the EPRI program, and the resilience and

courage of these participants.

CASE STUDY 1

Sally’s journey of resilience and growth

Sally?* first connected with NCEC in 2019 when
she joined the Skilling Queenslanders for Work
traineeship. After completing the program, she
volunteered at Community Living Association
(CLA) offices and later secured a paid position
within NCEC, where she worked for 2-3 years
before taking extended unpaid leave to care
for her new baby. During this time, she faced
significant challenges related to various
insecurities and unstable housing, leading to her
referral to the EPRI Program for support.

Through EPRI, Sally was supported to navigate
arange of legal and practical challenges. This
included assistance in securing and maintaining
housing through liaison with other services,
enrolling in a Certificate III in Individual
Support, and accessing childcare subsidies.

She also received help managing Centrelink
processes, particularly in responding to
document requests that she was unable to meet

1 All participants are de-identified.
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alone. With her daughter now in childcare, Sally
has returned to part-time work and is beginning
to reconnect with her community after a

period of significant isolation. With long-term
aspirations in nursing, Sally sees work in aged or
disability care as a meaningful first step toward
her goals.

Sally acknowledges the vital role of the
community and organisations like NCEC in her
journey, expressing deep gratitude for their
guidance and encouragement. As she states in
her own words:

“..Ithought I was lost... But Chris and
Lesley helped me... an organisation is
behind me to help me build my life.... And
it was like ‘ah, I'm not alone’. I am so
grateful.”



Sally’s story highlights the profound impact

of individualised support in empowering
individuals facing systemic barriers in the
settlement process. Through this support and
her own resilience and determination, she has
built new skills, gained confidence, and set

a clear path for her future. While challenges
remain, her progress serves as an inspiring
example of how access to the right resources
can create meaningful change in a person’s life.

CASE STUDY 2

A refugee’s journey to entrepreneurship

Ali arrived in Australia from Syria in April 2022,
after spending five years as a refugee in Iraq,
where work was prohibited and survival was a
daily struggle. Determined to rebuild his life, he
and his best friend Akram dreamed of opening
a restaurant, drawing from Ali’s experience as a
restaurant owner in Syria. However, navigating
Australia’s business landscape proved
overwhelming. The high costs of rent, rigid lease
agreements, and a lack of financial support
made starting a business feel impossible.
Despite seeking guidance from several
organisations, they found themselves stuck, as
they were told to take the first step alone before
receiving help, even though that first step was
their greatest hurdle.

While working as Uber drivers to support their
families, Ali’s cooking caught the attention of
community members, leading to an introduction

NCEC workers and EPRI participant
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to Lesley from NCEC, who connected them

with potential business resources. Yet, their
excitement soon turned to frustration when
financial advisors focused on risks rather than
opportunities. They needed more than advice.
They needed hands-on support in securing a
location, handling paperwork, and navigating
legal requirements. Without this guidance, their
dreams remained just out of reach.

Ali envisions more than just a restaurant; he
dreams of a thriving business that brings people
together and creates jobs. His cuisine has
already won hearts, demonstrating its potential,
but without foundational support, the road to
success remains uncertain.

Ali and Akram have valued the support and
connections enabled by NCEC however their
story highlights the systemic barriers that
face many refugees who want to start small
businesses in Australia, a challenge that is
difficult to address. As Ali and Akram state
about their support from the NCEC worker:

She is generous with her time, and helpful

to introduce us to Silverchef ... make
connections with other people and introduce
us. She is giving us help as much as she can.
She can bring the organisations and people
to help, but she can’t give from her own
pocket. We don’t think anything can change,
99% its financial things...



CASE STUDY 3
Cecily’s transformational
journey of leadership

Cecily arrived in Australia in 2018, navigating a
new and unfamiliar system with limited English
and a past shaped by hardship. She struggled
to find the support she needed, feeling unseen
and unheard. However, her life changed when
she joined the Skilling Queenslanders for
Work (SQW) traineeship with NCEC in 2019, an
opportunity that became the gateway to her
personal and professional growth.

Determined to succeed, Cecily quickly became
a pillar of support for other trainees, guiding
them to access essential supports and services.
She felt this was an important role to guide and
inspire other new migrants, as she states:

“...when they see me talking and acting with
the white people, they get confidence.”

Her initiative and compassion led to
employment as a support worker within the
SQW Program shortly after completing her
training. She also secured a position with the
NCEC Parks Team, balancing multiple roles with
unwavering dedication.

Her journey was not just about securing
employment, but also about creating
opportunities for others. Cecily played a crucial
role in forming the PNG Highlands Women'’s
Association (MELPA), fostering a sense of
community for migrant women facing similar
struggles. She also accessed support from EPRI
to explore further employment, education, and
social enterprise options, advocating tirelessly
for better opportunities for migrants and
refugees.

Despite her professional success, Cecily
continues to face challenges. Housing insecurity,
cultural adaptation, and systemic barriers often
make her journey difficult. Yet, her commitment
to helping others never wavers. She has become
a bridge between migrant communities and
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First Aid training

support services, ensuring that others do not
have to navigate the same struggles alone.

Her work in aged care, disability support, and
community leadership has been driven by a
deep sense of gratitude and responsibility, in
part made possible by the support of NCEC, as
she states about the NCEC staff:

They were so lovely and they understood
us, our needs. They are ‘people’s people’.
They really care for people and the last
five years that I have been working for
this organisation, I've got a lot of help and
support from them. More than any other
organisation. So I felt ‘oh someone is here
for me’. Back home I was classified as a
nobody you know, the system [in my home
country] overlooks women and children.

She sees her role as not just a job but a mission
to give back to the country that gave her a
second chance:

“I want to look after these old people. It was
a way of saying thank you or giving back to
this great nation.”
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Qualitative evaluation from the research

This part of the report discusses key themes identified by participants about:

2.1 Benefits for participants

The Nundah Community Enterprises Cooperative (NCEC)
EVALUATION REPORT




























































