EPISODE 4: THE REFUGEE SERVICE

NOHARA ODICHO

At the age of just 27, Nohara Odicho has experienced
more than most of us would in several lifetimes.
Together with her father, she was forced to flee Syria
and leave her degree in agricultural engineering after a
friend was murdered on campus.
“We saw the blood all around us because he was
supporting a certain party,” she says.
“During all that time, you never know what is going to
happen or whether it will be you next, or when it will
be finished.
“No-one is safe—it could be anyone from any
different minority, gender, religion or age. Death was
everywhere.”
Her brothers had already fled to avoid compulsory
military service when she too left for Lebanon after
bribing her way out.
She arrived in Australia in June 2015 and soon found a
job as a Community Engagement Officer with Refugee
Service at Legal Aid NSW, reaching out to refugees like
her and informing them about their legal rights and
responsibilities.
“It’s really hard for everyone, but you can hear in their
tone of voice that they trust you and they thank you.
That’s really satisfying,” she says.
“My call is just to rebuild my life here and to call
Australia my home.”
The Refugee Service at Legal Aid NSW was formed in
2017 after an influx of Syrian and Iraqi refugees, and
although based in Bankstown, south-west Sydney, it
services the needs of refugees throughout NSW.
The service provides a full range of legal advice
to recent refugees, from tenancy to divorce; from
employment to domestic and family violence.
Nohara’s boss, Jeremie Quiohilag, says that it’s hard

to imagine someone better
suited to her role, or more
enthusiastic.
“Nohara is young but wise
beyond her years,” she says.
“She is our ideas person in the
team and comes up with really
great, left-of-centre ideas. She
has this enthusiasm and energy that she brings to the
team and to the work that she does.”
Jeremie says a specialist refugee service is needed
because the refugee journey can be very different
from a migrant journey.

“I WANTED TO HELP PEOPLE USE
THE LAW AS A SHIELD OR AS A
SWORD, TO EITHER ENFORCE THEIR
RIGHTS OR PROTECT THEM.”
—JEREMIE QUIOHILAG
Many refugees have experienced trauma or torture,
so staff need to be trained and to be aware of those
issues.
“Refugee communities can be vulnerable, and having a
service to help them navigate our laws can really help
them to settle in Australia,” she says.
“I wanted to use the skills that I have gained as a
lawyer to help people use the law as a shield or as a
sword, to either enforce their rights or protect them.
“Although we talk about equality before the law, it’s
very complicated and having someone help you access
justice is very necessary, and especially if you are a
refugee.”

