Burmese refugees find new
hope and work in the west

Julie Power

MORE than adozen Burmese
refugees who failed to find steady
workin Sydney have done what
many other long-termunem-
ployed refuse to do: go west.

After three years ofunsuc-
cessfullylooking for steady
workin Sydney, refugee Gay
Htoo Paw from the Burmese
Karen community travelled to
Western Australiain scarch of
work, firstto Perth and thento
Albany, where helanded ajob at
anabattoirowned by Fletcher
International Exports.

Before moving to Australia, Mr
Paw and his family spent 10
yearsinarcfugee camponthe
border of Thailand and Burma,
struggling to find enough food to
feed hisfamily.

Sowhen the Herald asked Mr
Paw if the decision to move his
family of six 3290 kilometres
westin search ofwork, he shrug-
geditoff. “Itwas nothing,” said
Mr Paw.

Since Mr Pawmade the move,
another five Karen families have
followed hislead, with more
than adozenyoung Karen men
and women findingwork at the
abattoir.

Mr Paw and other members of
the community paid for the
move themselves.

In contrast, only 559 unem-
ployed people outofapossible
4000 have taken advantage ofthe
federal government’s $29 million
pilotscheme, Connecting Peo-
ple with Jobs. It provides a sub-
sidyofas much as $9000 to help
workers from areas of high
uncemployment to move to min-
ing and agricultural arcas which
desperatelyneed workers.

The Karen community has
proved asurprising source of
labour forthe Albany abattoir’s
general manager, Greg Cross,
who thoughthe'd tried every-
thing over theyearstorecruit
workers.

Foracoupleofyears, labour
shortages were so bad that the
plantcould only work one shift.
Now he says skilled workers are
being poached byindustries
who serve the miningindustry.

When askedifhe'd employ
more Karen refugees like Mr
Paw, Mr Cross said: “Crikey,
yeah, I've gotto.”

Mr Cross said it was hard to get
people tomove. “People sayalot
of Australians won't get off their
bums and haveago, butthat's
changed abit,” he said.

“Idontthinkitisasbad asit
was two decades ago. But the
hardestpartisrelocating. WA isa
long way from the castern states.”

The Karen workers were “tre-
mendous workers”, said Mr
Cross, who said they'dinteg-
rated extremely well, quickly
establishing community gar-
densin Albany.

Because most of the Karen are
farmers, they were highly motiv-
ated to move from Svdney to
towns where they could grow
their traditional vegetables, said
Gary Cachia, acommunity
development officer at the NSW
Service for the Treatment And
Rehabilitation of Torture and
‘Trauma Survivors.

He said many found their lives
in Sydney’'s south-west suburbs
harder than whentheywerein
refugee camps. They couldn’t
afford therent, the cost of living
was high, and they couldn’t grow
theirown food.

‘The hardest part is
relocating. WA is a
long way.

Greg Cross, employer

New opportunities ... Burmese refugee Gay Htoo Paw, centre, moved his family from Sydney to Albany in search of work. Photo: Warren Bellette



