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Subject:

Mayoral Minute Update - Supporting Asylum Seekers
through COVID-19 Pandemic

TRIM No:

A02/0436

Author:

Rebecca Rodwell, Manager, Community Planning and Partnerships

Director:

Emily Scott, Director, Community, Assets and Operations

RECOMMENDATION:
That Council:
EITHER
1.

Endorses the Mayor signing the open letter to the Prime Minister on supporting asylum seekers
through the COVID-19 pandemic proposed by the Refugee Council of Australia and the Local
Government Mayoral Taskforce Supporting People Seeking Asylum.

OR
2.

Declines to endorse signing the open letter to the Prime Minister on supporting asylum seekers
through the COVID-19 pandemic proposed by the Refugee Council of Australia and the Local
Government Mayoral Taskforce Supporting People Seeking Asylum.

1.

Executive Summary

This report provides further information on the open letter to the Prime Minister on supporting asylum
seekers through the COVID-19 Pandemic proposed by the Refugee Council of Australia and the Local
Government Mayoral Taskforce Supporting People Seeking Asylum, which was considered by Council at its
meeting on 2 June 2020.
2.

Introduction/Background

This report relates to the mayoral minute on this subject considered at the Council meeting on 2 June 2020.
Chronology/events
On 2 June at 1.30 pm, Council officers received an email from the Refugee Council of Australia requesting
the Mayor join other Mayors and organisations in signing an open letter to the Prime Minister requesting
that the Federal Government expand JobKeeper, JobSeeker and Medicare for all people seeking asylum
during the COVID-19 pandemic. This was the first interaction Council staff had had with the proposed open
letter (it was later found that a more generic email had been sent to staff on 26 May 2020 but had been
detected and labelled as ‘spam’ by Council’s email system thus going unseen).
A Council officer spoke to a Refugee Council staff member immediately after receiving the email, who then
forwarded the link to the open letter. The original deadline for signing the letter had been 31 May 2020,
which the Refugee Council advised had been extended to 5 June 2020.
CM/7.14/20.06(2)
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Upon receipt of this email, on the same day, Council officers forwarded the request to the Mayor. The
Mayor correctly sought advice on whether she could sign the letter or whether a Council resolution was
required. The advice provided was that a resolution prior to signing would be preferable.
Given the shortness of time, the Mayor asked for staff help in preparing a proposed resolution for Council
to consider as a mayoral minute. Due to the only Council meeting before 5 June being that evening, staff
were not able to complete this process within normal quality control processes.
3.

Relevant Council Resolutions

Meeting and date
Council
2 June 2020

4.

Minute No.
CM/6.2/20.06

Decision
That:
1.

Council supports the principle of providing people
seeking asylum with access to Medicare, income support
for those out of work, and valid visas through the COVID19 pandemic as outlined in the open letter to the Prime
Minister and signed by 35 local government mayors
tabled at the meeting.

2.

Further information comes back to Council at the next
Council meeting.

Discussion

Further information
Following the Council meeting on 2 June and the Council’s request for further information, officers
contacted the Refugee Council to see if it would be possible to get an extension to the deadline for signing
the letter. Council officers were told that the deadline could not be extended. On 10 June, officers were
updated by the Refugee Council staff member to advise that the deadline for sending the letter had been
extended to enable the letter to be released during Refugee Week (14–20 June 2020).
The Refugee Council has also now advised (as at 10 June 2020) that the open letter has only been signed by
the following Councils and organisations:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Banyule City Council.
Blue Mountains City Council.
Cardinia Shire Council.
City of Canterbury Bankstown.
City of Greater Dandenong.
City of Hobart.
City of Melbourne.
City of Mitcham.
City of Monash.
City of Port Phillip.
City of Prospect.
City of Ryde.
City of Vincent.
Hawkesbury City Council.
Hepburn Shire Council.
Inner West Council.
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Leeton Shire Council.
Liverpool City Council.
Local Government NSW.
Maribyrnong City Council.
Melton City Council.
Moonee Valley City Council.
Municipal Association of Victoria.
Randwick City Council.
Western Sydney Regional Organisation of Councils.
Whittlesea City Council.

This is 26 organisations—fewer than the 35 originally advised by the Refugee Council.
The open letter and a copy of relevant emails are attached to this report.
The issue
The Refugee Council of Australia and the Local Government Mayoral Taskforce Supporting People Seeking
Asylum have developed a campaign to support people and families impacted by COVID-19. It is reported
that many asylum seekers have lost work or are not eligible to work and are without access to a liveable
income and health support due to their status. The Refugee Council are advising that there are increasing
instances of homelessness and poverty which could lead to a worsening of the public health crisis due to
the increased need for emergency relief and growing strain on already stretched service providers.
Arguments made in support of the call for an extension of benefits include:
•
•
•
•

Unstable housing as a result of destitution impedes people’s ability to adequately self-isolate.
Lack of access to the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme means many cannot afford to purchase vital
medications.
This can further compromise people’s general health and increase their need for hospital
admission, putting further pressure on the health system.
Therefore, it is important that asylum seekers receive access to the support during the pandemic.

There are not high numbers of refugees or asylum seekers living in Waverley. However, Council has a long
history of supporting multicultural communities and the Community Strategic Plan 2018–2029 notes the
community has a strong interest in supporting diversity and inclusion.
Decision
Council has already formally expressed support for the principle of providing people seeking asylum with
access to services such as Medicare, income support for those out of work, and valid visas through the
Pandemic period. The decision for Council is whether it wishes to sign the letter or not.
Unfortunately, information provided by the Refugee Council and relied on by Council staff in relation to this
matter has changed from time to time (deadline dates), and in some cases may have been inaccurate
(number of signatories). This information was supplied to the Mayor and Councillors by staff in good faith in
short timeframes. The accuracy of the information has now been checked to the extent reasonably
possible.
Notwithstanding issues concerning the information provided, it is up to Council to decide whether it wishes
to be a signatory to the letter or not.
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Financial impact statement/Time frame/Consultation

Council is now advised that the time frame for signing the open letter is after the Council meeting on 16
June for release during Refugee Week (which is the week of 14-20 June 2020).
6.

Conclusion

Council has expressed support for the principle of providing people seeking asylum with access to services
during the Pandemic impact period. Council asked for further information on this matter before agreeing to
sign the open letter regarding this issue. Staff had been advised that the deadline for sending the letter was
5 June 2020 but have subsequently been advised the deadline has been extended until after the next
Council meeting. Information previously provided to the Mayor and Councillors by staff in good faith and
based on advice from the Refugee Council has subsequently been changed or corrected by the Refugee
Council.
The decision as to whether to sign the open letter or not is over to Council.
7.

Attachments

1.
2.

Open letter ⇩
Relevant emails ⇩
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