
MYAN WA 
DISABILITY FORUM REPORT 

8TH NOVEMBER 2019 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



About MYAN WA  
 
The Multicultural Youth Advocacy Network of Western Australia (MYAN WA) aims to develop 
the capacity of WA practitioners, service providers, policy makers and funding bodies to 
ensure positive settlement outcomes for young people from refugee and migrant 
backgrounds. 
 
MYAN WA provides a voice to the unique issues faced by young people from refugee and 
migrant backgrounds and ensures that they are integrated into the ongoing advocacy agenda 
of YACWA. It has grown to become the platform for both government and non-government 
services providers, communities and schools to come together and tackle issues faced by the 
multicultural youth sector.  
 
MYAN WA continues to work to strengthen youth engagement in policy making and advocacy. 
In the past year, the organisation has led a number of projects that enhance the skills of 
multicultural youth and amplify their voices and experiences in today's Australia.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



About the MYAN WA Disability Forum 
 
MYAN WA held its last forum for 2019 focusing on young people from refugee and migrant 
backgrounds with disabilities. The forum included a panel discussion with speakers including 
Alia Abdi, Christine Grace, Liz Auko, Rebecca Biltoft, Siyat Abdi and Nihal Iscel. It was a great 
opportunity to discuss and listen to topics not often heard including the intersectionality of 
disadvantage, challenges and stigmas faced in these communities and how we can provide 
more opportunities to young people. MYAN WA has created this report addressing the major 
issues and topics brought up during the panel discussion as well as the group collaboration 
activity. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



MYAN WA Disability Forum Panellists:  
 

Alia Abdi (AA) Muslimability WA • Young person with a lived experience of a 
disability (Cerebral Palsy)  

• Works for an organisation called 
“Muslimability WA” a community support 
program dedicated to raising awareness 
about and supporting those within the 
community who live with disabilities. 

Christine 
Grace (CG) 

Ethnic Disability 
Advocacy Centre 

• Team Leader and Advocacy Officer at EDAC  

Liz Auko (LA) Mother of a child 
with a disability 

• Works for APM and has knowledge of both 
the disability sector as well as an individual 
navigating the system for her child who has a 
disability.  

Nihal Iscel (NI) Multicultural 
Services Centre 

• Team Leader, Consumer and Stakeholder 
Engagement at Multicultural Services Centre 
WA Inc. 

• Nihal has a lived experience with disability. 
Rebecca 
Biltoft (RB) 

Mission Australia • Community Engagement Facilitator for 
Mission Australia 

• Mission Australia is a W.A. National Disability 
Insurance Scheme LAC Partner 

Siyat Abdi (SA) Ethnic Disability 
Advocacy Centre 

• Systemic Officer at EDAC 
 

 

Important terms  
• CaLD: Culturally and linguistically diverse 
• LAC: Local area coordinator  
• NDIS: National Disability Insurance Scheme 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Panel Discussion 
We asked the panellists five questions to discuss and provide their insight and experiences 
into the topics. The discussions points were divided into separate themes and topics.  
 

1. We know that disadvantage is often intersectional. Can you tell us from your 
perspective about the challenges you think that young people, especially those 
from migrant and or refugee backgrounds, who have a disability experience? 

 
Stigma • Disability is viewed as a stigma or a “big elephant” in the room 

within communities of CaLD backgrounds.  
• Disability has always been seen as a “curse” and something that 

was wrong with you. 
• A lot of people would rather not address it.  
• From the perspective of a parent caring for a young people with a 

disability, many young people may not receive services they need 
because their families haven’t overcome the stigma themselves.  

• There is also a sense of ignorance within communities and they 
may not understand what a disability is.  

• LA: “I only came to know autism in this country (Australia) and 
where I come from it’s almost like “you are a naughty child, you 
should listen to your parents or are you demon possessed”.  

Referring 
disability as a 
“medical issue” 

• In information sessions in languages other than English, quite 
often people (or parents of children with a disability) that have 
come have tried to refer to it as a medical condition. E.g. referring 
mental disability as “epilepsy”. 

• People, especially those from migrant/refugee/CaLD backgrounds 
would often make it into a medical condition because they 
thought it was more acceptable and felt more comfortable with it 
being a medical condition. 

• Families of young people with a disability try to conceptualise 
disability in the old medical model, without considering the social 
aspects of the disability.  

Employment and 
education 

• Young people from migrant/refugee/CaLD backgrounds with a 
disability finish school and realise that they have limited 
opportunities especially in employment and careers. 

• Challenges in education, as a few years education if you were a 
permanent resident or newly arrived person with a refugee 
background you could study, and the government would support 
you.  

• Now the situation is you have to pay the international rate for 
tertiary education (university, TAFE) which is also a challenge.  

Intergenerational 
gap 

• Parents who have values of the “old culture” compared to the 
young person who is growing up in Australia with a disability and 
learns the “new culture” and this causes tensions and problems.  

• The parents will have a paternalistic attitude and would limit the 
freedom and independence of their child simply due to protection 



and cultural attitudes e.g. “you have a disability, you stop there 
and wait, we will do it for you” 

• This compares with the current system in Australia that 
emphasizes independence e.g. “you’re an independent person, go 
out and do it yourself.”  

Equity vs 
Equality 

• Treating everyone equally can disadvantage an individual who 
lives with a disability. 

• NI: “We’re an independent person we go to school and we’re 
treated equally with everybody else. Everybody gets a textbook, 
but if my textbook is not in Braille how am I going to be at the 
same level, be equal as everyone else. Yes, I am treated equally, 
but that equal treatment has disadvantaged me because I haven’t 
got my books in Braille or audio format.” 

Gender 
discrimination 

• Sexism and gender issues depending on your religion and cultural 
backgrounds.  

• Males are treated more favourably than females in some cultures. 
• If you have a disability and are a female from a CaLD background 

you learn to become “passive”.  
• Females with a disability may not be encouraged to contribute to 

the community.  
Lack of access to 
appropriate and 
accurate 
information 
around disability 
services 

• Newly arrived refugee might go to someone from a similar cultural 
background that has been in Australia longer. The person might 
have different circumstances and provides information that they 
believe is accurate, but it doesn’t necessary apply to the newly 
arrived refugee’s circumstance. 

• But because they know and trust that person, they consider their 
information as more accurate than that of service providers, 
advocates or government agencies. 

 
2. Do you see current gaps in services (i.e. education, health, accommodation) for 

young people with disabilities from refugee and migrant backgrounds in WA? 
 

Housing • RB: If people do come into the NDIS they can have support 
independent living. If people do own their own home, they can get 
their homes renovated through the NDIS, there are group homes 
that potentially participants can get into.  

• In Australia there is a lack of housing for people with disability and 
quite often young people are put in retirement homes and that’s 
not good for everyone regardless of their culture.  

NDIS funding for 
young people 

• Being able to provide funding to ensure young people are able to 
do things any ordinary child can. 

• E.g. swimming. It is difficult to find swimming classes that will be 
taken in a group setting for people with a disability because they 
may require one-on-one assistance. Learning to swim is a privilege 
and important if your life is in danger.  



• Liz: “If any other parent that pays $17 for swimming, I should pay 
that, but there’s a gap that I have to pay $40 a lesson”. 

• Nihal: In Europe I had books brailed in Spain. If I got that done in 
Australia it would cost around $3000. They said it is free. I’m not a 
Spanish citizen but they said that I am blind.” 

Language barrier • If you are articulate in English, if you know exactly the supports 
you need, you can argue in your plan exactly what you want, and 
you would be most likely able to get most of what you want.  

• If English is your second language, if you’re new in the country, 
you don’t know what services that are available, you don’t know 
what supports you’re supposed to be getting because your 
parents can do everything for you.  

• NI: “All agency that provide services to NDIS should be able to 
access interpreters for free. The cost of that should not be 
included in the persons plan.” 

Lack of 
individuals with a 
disability in the 
policy/decision 
making 

• NI: “I think the NDIS is the best thing that has happened to us in 
Australia. We have a long way to make it work better, but we have 
taken the right step in the right direction.” 

• With NDIS, health, education and employment, people with a 
disability must be included in the policy and decision making.  

Mission Australia 
NDIS Information 
Sessions 

• RB: I have been doing lots of information sessions out in the 
community. We have been doing information sessions in Somali, 
Arabic and Vietnamese. I have been working with the Disability 
Services Commission and Department of Communities. They have 
identified people in the Mirrabooka area and those from CaLD 
backgrounds who they are fearful may not understand the 
transition.  

• They have identified those people; we have gone to the 
Department of Communities and we have had one on one 
sessions with a LAC that can speak their language.  

• Many times, people aren’t event sure what they can get. An 
experience I have when I did an information session.  

• A woman had some mental health and she was asking for NDIS 
under the psycho-social area, her concern was that the 
government find out and lose her daughter. People are scared 
especially from CaLD backgrounds. 

Proper planning 
and delays 

• SA: Proper planning is needed in the beginning with the LAC as not 
to waste time when they find out they need another specific 
service.  

Benefits of NDIS 
from participant 

• AA: “As an NDIS participant I find it as an effective program. In the 
old system this is what you need and this is the therapy that you 
need, but in the NDIS it is suited to what you want and your goals. 
From a client perspective I am the driver in my life. I don’t have 
someone dictate what I should and shouldn’t be doing. I can focus 
on my strength and abilities. I find it as a positive experience.” 



Interpreters • CG: The most significant gap we are getting referrals to EDAC is 
the lack of use of accredited interpreters for planning meetings 
around NDIS.  

Visa restrictions • Lack of access to services to newly arrived refugees that are going 
through the process of applying to NDIS.  

 
3. Stella Young was an Australian comedian, journalist and disability rights activist 

who talked about idea the ordinary activities of people with a disability should not 
be considered ‘inspirational’ simply because of their disability.  

a. Have you ever experienced this or witnessed this attitude? 
b. What can we do to overcome it? 

 
c.  

Demeaning and 
limiting 

• AA: “It’s a limited statement. I find it to be demeaning. The term 
“inspiring” for basic things, what if I can’t do that, does that mean 
I’m not “inspiring”? Its not because of something I did, or a project 
that I did but because I have a disability. You judge me based on 
how I look doing something simple.” 

• NI: “people with no disability see a person with a disability think 
that they should not have to be out. They feel inspired because 
you don’t have a disability. I take the train going home and I get 
people saying “you are so inspirational” for catching the training. I 
get people asking to help even though I don’t need help (people 
reply that it would be my deed for the day). We need to be a bit 
more empathetic and not assume the person with a disability is 
less fortunate and less lucky than you are. It’s very disappointing.” 

Think positively  • A concerning attitude of society telling people with a disability to 
think “positively” (and stop crying, whinging).  

• Disability is a community, society, attitudinal issue, governmental 
issue.  

 
4. How can we provide platforms and opportunities for people from migrant and or 

refugee backgrounds with a disability to empower themselves and become leaders 
in their community? 

 
Schools and 
university 

• Young people get involved in school groups (councils), in 
university (guilds, student associations) and work (social groups). 

• There are opportunities to get involved in an ethnic association 
especially in the management committee.  

• NI: “Get involved. Don’t just stay home and feel sorry for yourself. 
You need to be out there and doing things.” 

 
Community 
grants 

• There is a lot of community grants. Put out an event and get 
people involved in arts, fashion, sports, etc. 

• Fashion show with a disability (wheelchair). There’s a lot of 
creativity involved with a disability.  



Community 
consultants 

• Community consultants should have their time valued and 
appropriately remunerated.  

• “Diversity is having a seat in the table, but inclusion is having a 
voice and heard.” 

 
5. If budget wasn’t a limit, what programs, services, places or initiatives would be 

implemented to make Australia inclusive of young people with a disability from a 
refugee and migrant backgrounds? 

 
Inclusion, 
conversation and 
opportunity 

• If you have a dream you should be able to follow your dream 
without thinking about who would support me.  

• Inclusion should not be tokenistic especially in the workplace. An 
individual should get the opportunity to apply for higher position, 
get mentoring, professional development training, etc.  

Change of 
attitudes is most 
important 

• The most important aspect is changing society’s attitude towards 
people with disabilities.  

• RB: People with disability can still have an amazing life and still 
contribute. It comes down to the individual themselves. Money 
isn’t involved. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Group Collaboration activity 
Individuals attending the forum were placed into groups to collectively discuss a set of 
questions and brainstorm solutions to these issues.  
 

What are the issues?  • Lack of accredited interpreters 
• Appropriate collaboration with clients 
• Community attitudes  
• Lack of funding for services 
• More culturally appropriate services  
• More co-design 
• Young people not eligible for NDIS funding is creating lots 

of issues for them and their families 
• “Not legally blind”à so where do you get help? 
• People on different visas à where do you get help? 
• Temporary Visas provide little or no services  
• Individuals from CaLD communities may not know what 

to access  
• Services not being culturally appropriate  
• NDIS languageà  “it is its own language” and therefore 

complicated to navigate  
• Literacy issues  
• Lack of affordability options 
• Limited support through NDIS 
• Federal definition of “disability” is not applicable to 

everyone with a lived experience of a disability  
2029: we have 
revolutionised the 
youth disability 
sector for CaLD 
communities and 
created one that is 
supportive and 
inclusive. What does 
it look like? 

• Change in attitudesà more accepting, less discrimination 
• No stigma against people with disabilities 
• Everyone participating together and greater equity  
• Individuals whom experience a form of disability having 

confidence in their future 
• Braille formats for everything 
• Barrier-free society  
• Individualised support of needs through the removal of 

eligibility and a focus on needs 
• All people have options and alternatives  

Be constructive. Why 
doesn’t the system 
work for every young 
person now? 

• Ethnic backgrounds and fear associated with that 
• Mismatched goals  
• Lack of trust in the government system  
• It’s not one size fits all. 
• Getting caught in the gaps of the services.  

With no limits, what 
do we need to create 
change? 

• Attitudes of workers in the field, workplaces, public, 
families 

• People with disabilities feeling more capable in their lives. 
• Voices to be heard 
• Proactive actions rather than tokenistic  



• Equal/access regardless of visa equitable 
• Government look at the human aspect and to take out 

the “eligibility syndrome” 
• Policies and legislation à Disability Act needs to be 

strengthened   
What can we do right 
now to start? 

• More collaboration with clients 
• Training about the importance of interpreting to staff 
• People on committees and advocacy groups to create 

change 
• Making sure their voices are heard 
• Not what we could do for them, but what they want. 
• Look around you- how to help and include 
• Change attitudes  
• Shout 
• Being inclusive of others when planning anything 
• Calling out non-inclusive behaviour  
• Affirmative actions such as through employment e.g. 

having a quote system 
• Person with disability is a priority  

Who is for? Who is 
against? Who is on 
the fence? 

For 
• People with disabilities  
• Families 
• Activists  

Against 
• Discriminatory individuals (bigots, ableism, certain bias) 
• Traditionalists who believe in separate worlds for people 

with a disability and able-bodied individuals 
• Government against until we push change on a 

government level 
• People who are conservative and traditional (concept 

that working hard will achieve outcomes even though 
that is not true for everyone)  

Fence: 
• Local Governments (some prioritise opportunities, 

programs, policy towards creating an inclusive 
community) 

• Unaware citizens with a lack of exposure with people with 
a disability  

 


