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Executive Summary 

 

 

The settlement of Karen refugees at Nhill, in western Victoria, has contributed economically and 
culturally to the life of the town while offering opportunities for employment and social participation 
to the refugee settlers. 

The settlement has added more than $105 million to the local economy over the decade since it 
began while also providing rich cultural and social benefits to the town. 

This paper sets out to analyse the social and economic impact of Karen refugees settled in Nhill over 
the past decade. Currently, 230 Karen live in the town. 

The report found that over a ten year period, the total economic impact from the regional 
resettlement of the Karen population on the economy of Nhill and its surrounds is estimated to have 
been $105.5 million, with an associated impact on employment of an extra 156 full-time-equivalent 
jobs. 

It found that because of the youthful demographic profile of the Karen population, the Karen labour 
force will continue to grow over time, adding to the productive capacity of the region in years to 
come. 

The report found the resettlement of the Karen at Nhill has been sustained over a decade because of 
the region’s attractiveness as a settlement location for this community. 

It identified key factors in this success, which include: a welcoming host community; sustainable 
employment, appropriate housing and employment and educational opportunities for families. 

The Karen at Nhill have experienced improved standards of living, including home ownership, and 
greater opportunities and career pathways for young people. 

The settlement has seen Nhill enriched culturally by the presence of the Karen. 

This report comes as the Commonwealth Government has released new classes of visas to 
encourage migrants to settle in Australia’s regional areas. It shows there is potential for settling 
more refugees and migrants in regional Australia. 
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Introduction 

 

 

Nhill 

Nhill is a small agricultural town in the Wimmera region of Victoria. It is classified under the 
‘Remoteness Index of Australia as ‘Outer Regional Australia’. Geographically removed from major 
centres of population, the town sits halfway between Melbourne and Adelaide and an hour’s drive 
from the nearest major regional centre at Horsham. Nhill is the major settlement in the Shire of 
Hindmarsh. 

 

 

 

At the 2006 Census, three years before the first members of the Karen community began to move to 
the town, just 136 overseas-born people lived in the town which had a total population of 1915. In 
recent years, Nhill had experienced a declining population and the social and economic implications 
that came with that. These include an aging population and a low unemployment rate, which 
translates into a lack of available labour. At the 2006 Census, Nhill had an unemployment rate of 2.8 
per cent. This had fallen to 2.2 per cent by the time of the 2011 Census. 

The initial resettlement of the Karen at Nhill was primarily driven by the largest single local 
employer, the poultry processing company Luv a Duck. The company was seeking to source new 
labour sources to support an increase in production. Because of the low local unemployment rate, 
Luv a Duck was forced to look elsewhere for extra workers. 

In 2009, the then General Manager of Luv a Duck Mr John Millington made contact with migrant and 
refugee settlement agency AMES Australia to learn how best to recruit workers from refugee 
communities. 
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AMES Australia supports migrants and refugees to establish new lives in Australia. It delivers a range 
of federal and state-funded programs supporting migrant and refugee settlement, including the 
jobactive employment service. 

AMES Australia staff provided assistance in recruitment and the early stages of relocation and 
resettlement of the Karen at Nhill. Initially, just three Karen families (10 people) were settled at 
Nhill. 

The Karen people 

The Karen people are an ethnic minority group 
from Myanmar (Burma) who generally come 
from rural backgrounds. Many have not had the 
opportunity to obtain high levels of education, 
having spent many years, and in some cases 
decades, in refugee camps. As a people, they are 
strongly community and family oriented and 
place high importance on respect for elders and 
community leaders. 

The Karen people are one of the largest ethnic 
minorities in Myanmar. They constitute a population of 5 to 7 million and around twenty different 
Karen dialects are recognised. 

Since 1949 they have been engaged in an independence struggle against the armed forces of 
Myanmar. Tens of thousands of Karen people have faced violence at the hands of the armed forces. 
Hundreds of thousands of civilians have been displaced throughout the course of the conflict. At the 
conflict’s height in 2007, 200,000 Karen had fled to neighbouring Thailand where they were confined 
to refugee camps    

As of August 2019, there were 93,226 refugees 
living in nine camps along the Thai-Burma 
border. In 2014, there were more than 140,000. 
In 2005, the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) began the mass global 
resettlement of exiled ethnic minorities living in 
the camps. 

Between 2005 and 2013 just over 7,000 Karen 
were settled in Australia and more have 
continued to come since then. Around 4,000 were settled in Victoria, with almost 2,000 living in the 
Wyndham Local Government Area. 

Overview/purpose 

2019 represents ten years since the resettlement of Karen refugees at Nhill, in western Victoria. 
Under the United Nations Sustainable Development Goal (SDGs) set out in the Global Compact on 
Refugees, this represents ‘durable resettlement’. 

The successful resettlement of the Karen in Nhill continues to generate considerable interest across 
a range of communities and stakeholders. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karen_people


5 
 

It has gained a renewed importance recently since the Commonwealth Government set out an 
agenda for an increase in the settlement of migrants and refugees in regional Australia. 

An earlier report published in 2015, set out the social and economic impact of the settlement of the 
Karen over the first five years. But the cascading effect of the broadening of the numbers and type 
of employers, in the context of what has now become ‘durable settlement’ of the Karen, raises new 
questions about what the social and economic impacts have been and what factors have contributed 
to its success. 

This report, based on economic modelling by consultant economist Dr Ian Pringle, provides an 
overview of the economic impacts for Nhill and its surrounding region as well as quantitative and 
qualitative documentation of the social impacts and the factors that have contributed to the success 
of the resettlement. 
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Economic impact 

 

 

The data collected shows the settlement of the Karen has had significant economic impact on Nhill 
and its surrounds. 

Over the decade since the Karen were settled in the town, 156 Karen have gained employment in 
the town and it surrounds. This equates to 156 full time equivalent (FTE) positions spread among 21 
employers representing almost 10 per cent of total employment across Nhill and its surrounds.  

Taking into account increased numbers of employed people in the town and its surrounds and the 
increase in household expenditure, the boost to Gross Regional Product (GRP) is estimated at $92.5 
million. 

The data collected indicates that the consumption of household goods in Nhill rose by around 6 per 
cent over the decade. Forty per cent of Karen families surveyed said they spent up to 50 per cent of 
their income locally. 

Twenty seven Karen families have purchased homes at Nhill where the median house price is 
$155,500. Twenty-one Karen families are renting homes. The average rental cost in the town is $220 
per week. 

As Nhill has been able to keep its health and education institutions open, partly due to the presence 
of the Karen as employees, patients and students; the value of housing stock and commercial 
properties in Nhill is estimated to have increased by around $13 million. 

This gives an overall contribution to GRP of the resettlement of the Karen at Nhill of $105.5 million.    

Significantly, since the resettlement began largely as a result of labour requirements on the part of 
Luv a Duck, Karen settlers have gained employment with other employers. There are now three 
businesses in Nhill owned or run by Karen residents. 

Furthermore, the presence of the Karen at Nhill has had a sustained positive impact on employment 
with the increased population generating more jobs in service industries. The majority of the Karen 
in Nhill were settled in family groups, adding a total of 71 children to an ageing population. 

As they reach adulthood, these children will add to the pool of labour available in the region.    

 



7 
 

 

 

Economic figures 

Karen community members employed at Nhill 

Employer Number 
Luv-a-duck 
Ahrens Sherwell 
Rae Kennedy Farm (TMR) 
Nhill Hospital 
Hatchery 
Toh Mae Pa (TMP) 
Nhill College 
John’s Duck Farm 
Nhill Learning Centre 
Paw Po 
Kindergarten 
Glen’s Duck Farm 
Nhill Karen Grocery 
Australian Wildflowers 
Lutheran School 
Avonlea Aged Car 
Mr Le Café 
Union Hotel 
Bakery 
RMC Cleaning 
Wimmera Mallee Water 
 

63 
8 
3 
9 
2 
4 
1 
2 
2 
8 
2 
1 
2 

40 
1 
1 
2 
1 
1 
2 
1 

 156 
 

 

 

9
37

46

64.5 70.5

92
108 104

149
156

1

Refugee Employment in Nhill

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019



8 
 

Number of Karen residents 230 
 

Population of Nhill is: 2,184 (10.5 per cent are Karen refugees) 

 

Karen school population 

Nhill College 
St Patricks Primary School 
Lutheran School 
 

32 
9 
5 

Total 46 
 

Housing profile 

27 Karen families have purchased homes at Nhill 

21 Karen families are renting 

(Median house price in Nhill is $155,500. Average rental cost is $220 pw)   
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Social impact 

 

 

The population of Nhill and the wider region faced a trend of steady decline in numbers over the 
past three decades. 

From 2009 to 2019, around 230 people from the Karen community in Melbourne have resettled in 
Nhill. This represents about 10 per cent of the population of Nhill. The population spike has had a 
positive regenerative effect on the community. 

The introduction of a large number of young adults has reduced the average age of Nhill’s 
workforce. The 79 children among the Karen population have boosted numbers in local schools by 
46. 

The presence of the Karen has also increased demand for services from the local council and other 
providers. It has helped to protect the local hospital from funding cuts or even closure as health 
services in regional areas are determined by thresholds of populations. 
 
There has been an increase in demand for Maternal Child Health Services with 15 children born after 
their families moved to Nhill and another 16 pre-school aged children in the community. West 
Wimmera Health Services has now developed a Refugee Plan to assist with service delivery to the 
Karen community. 
 
The arrival of the Karen people in Nhill revitalised the local Neighbourhood House, known as the 
Nhill Learning Centre (NLC). The new arrivals created growth in the level of demand for services at 
the Neighbourhood House, and a significant increase in eligibility for Adult Community and Further 
Education (ACFE) State Government funding to deliver these services. 
 
The centre provides a settlement worker for the Karen, English classes, digital literacy classes and 
cooking, shopping and job skills classes as well as financial literacy classes. 
 
More than 50 Karen now use the NLC each week and, as well as the additional paid staff, up to five 
volunteers are regularly involved in assisting with classes and activities delivered by the centre. 
 
The NLC also oversees a social enterprise called Paw Po, which provides the opportunity for Karen 
and other women to develop and share sewing and handcraft skills, prepare for employment and 
connect with each other and the community at large. 
 
The Karen at Nhill have experienced improved standards of living, including home ownership, and 
greater opportunities as well as career pathways for young people. 
   
The settlement of the Karen has also delivered a less tangible cultural enrichment to Nhill. 
 
Former Luv a Duck General Manager Joh Millington says, “The Karen have found peace and 
happiness and a place to call home – and they’ve got safety and security almost for the first time in 
their lives”. 
 
“The community has benefitted in that the Karen’s presence has helped our community stay strong 
and build on the things that went before like sports and service clubs. And obviously businesses and 
the local economy has benefitted,” Mr Millington said. 
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“But we have also been culturally enriched by their presence. Having them in our town has made it a 
more interesting place, a more welcoming place and it has made all of us better people for it,” he 
said.  
 

Key factors for successful regional settlement 
 
A series of critical factors have been identified in ensuring the resettlement of refugee and migrants 
in regional areas is sustainable and of benefit to both the settlers and the host community. 

 

A welcoming community: Having newcomers accepted into the broader local 
community is vital to the success of regional settlement. Efforts to educate both the settling and 
host communities about the benefits of the settlement program is a key strategy. Identifying local 
champions to promote the idea through their personal networks has also contributed to the success 
of the resettlement program at Nhill.  

 

Real-time employment: Full-time, ongoing and secure employment is a critical factor 
underpinning successful regional settlement. Seasonal work will not ensure resettled communities 
will remain in a regional setting.   

 

Appropriate housing: A housing supply that is fit for purpose and appropriate for 
families is vital in attracting and retaining settling communities in regional settings.      

 

Family support: A full suite of services and infrastructure that support family groups is 
critical in regional resettlement. Opportunities to practice culture, engage in recreation and sport as 
well as access to transports and faith-based activity is key.  
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Health care: Access to a full range of physical and mental health services underpins 
successful regional resettlement. This includes the provision of cultural and linguistic intermediaries 
to ensure appropriate care is delivered.    

 

Education and training: Providing education and training opportunities, including 
English language tuition is critical. A ‘whole of family’ approach to regional resettlement necessitates 
access to education and training for the children and adults of the settling families.   
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Community engagement - case studies 

 

 

Paw Po 

‘Paw Po’, which means ‘little flower’ in Karen, is a social 
enterprise that makes colourful and artistic products that 
combine contemporary design and creativity with 
traditional, loom-woven fabrics. The enterprise, which has a 
shop on Nhill’s main street, provides the opportunity for 
Karen and other women to develop and share skills, prepare 
for employment and connect with each other and the 
community at large. 

It grew out of job ready classes at the Nhill Learning Centre being attended by Karen refugee 
women. Nhill Learning Centre Executive Officer Annette Creek says Paw Po is part of the centre’s 
strategy to build skills in the area and especially empower women and which saw it win the AMES 
Australia Diversity Innovation Award in the 2017 Victorian Learn Local Awards. 

“It’s been great for the ladies and also good for the town. We really just followed the ladies’ lead as 
they wanted to do something with their own fabrics and we understood their desire to work with 
their fabrics,” Ms Creek said. 

 

The Patch 

‘The Patch’ is as community engagement and social 
cohesion program run by Nhill’s Learning Centre. 
Its mantra is ‘grow, eat, share’ and it sees Karen men and 
women grow produce and also accept donations from 
locals. The produce is then returned to the community. 

‘The Patch’ includes plant study sessions and lessons on 
composting. The program is mobile and flexible and 
includes regular community activities based around 

harvesting seasonal produce and flower picking. 

Learning Centre Executive Officer Annette Creek says the initiative is a way of fostering social 
cohesion and integration. 

“It’s a way of bringing the community together. Also, we effectively have practical English language 
classes based around sharing and cooking. It’s about fostering connectedness with the community 
through eco-lifestyle events,” Ms Creek said.  
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The Karen Grocery 

Established and run by local Karen community leader Kaw 
Doh, The Karen Grocery supplies basic foodstuffs used in 
traditional Karen cooking. 

Situated on the town’s main street, it is one of three 
businesses now run by Karen refugees who have moved to 
the town since 2009. 

“I saw there was a need for people to be able to buy 
traditional foods because otherwise they would have to 

drive to Werribee to get them and that can be a long and dangerous drive,” Kaw Doh said. 

“So we opened the shop,” he said. 

Kaw Doh employs other Karen in the shop, some of whom have recently arrived in Nhill from 
refugee camps in Thailand. 

 

Community Garden 

More than 30 Karen refugee families as well as dozens local 
Nhill residents are regular users of the town’s sprawling 
and verdant community garden. 

The garden gives the Karen an opportunity to grow their 
own produce while also building connections into the local 
community. The garden is a lush, quiet space that reminds 
many of the Karen community at Nhill of their ancestral 
jungle villages in Myanmar. 

Karen community member Po Tha says the garden is almost a sanctuary for the Karen. 

“The garden is a quiet place for us. We can come here and meet and garden and talk about our 
problems,” he said. 

For many of the Karen, the garden sums up the community they have become part of at Nhill. 
 
“We feel at home here. We feel at peace. The people here – all of the people not just the Karen – 
are friendly and welcoming. I think my family will have a good life here,” Po Tha said. 

 

Local sport/service groups 

The influx of Karen refugees at Nhill has revitalised local 
sports clubs. Dozens of young Karen are playing in junior 
football and netball teams. The town also formed a soccer 
team for the first time. 

Nhill resident John Millington says sport is just one of the 
areas of town life the Karen have contributed to. President 
of the local Rotary Club, Mr Millington says the Karen have 
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added to the town’s volunteering base. 

“The Karen are extremely eager to help and contribute. When we have a project that needs some 
labour, we put the word out and Karen turn up en masse and the job gets done,” Mr Millington said. 

“In so many ways the Karen have become an asset as well as an integral part of our community,” he 
said.     

 

Nhill Learning Centre 

Nhill’s Learning Centre is central to the town’s refugee 
resettlement program. It provides a platform for social 
opportunities through learning, interactive exchange, and 
information in a welcoming and inclusive environment. The 
house provides adult community education and training to 
many members of the Karen community and is a focal point 
for other community engagement initiatives.    
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Timeline 

 
 
Late 2009 
Luv-a-Duck General Manager, John Millington, and his wife Marg approach AMES Australia with 
regards to recruiting workers from the Karen community and present information sessions on Luv-a-
Duck and Nhill to the Karen in Werribee. 
 
John and Marg Millington, AMES and Karen Community Leaders organise an overnight trip to Nhill 
for 13 Karen to visit the town, tour the Luv-a-Duck processing plant and meet key local community 
members. 
 
Early 2010 
Ten members of the Karen community, including three teenagers, move to Nhill. Five of the adults 
start full time employment with Luv-a-Duck immediately while the other adults wait for jobs that are 
becoming available. The teenagers are enrolled at Nhill College. 
 
November 2011 
More than 70 Karen are living in Nhill. In every household a minimum of two people are employed 
by Luv-a-Duck. Three or four families have already bought their own houses. 
 
February 2012 
Around 150 Karen have resettled in Nhill and are filling more than 50 positions at the 
Luv-a-Duck processing plant. 
 
January 2014 
Around 160 Karen are well settled in Nhill, including many families with children. In 
2014 there are around 30 Karen children enrolled in the local schools and a small number of other 
pre-school aged children who attend playgroups with their mothers. Nine families have bought their 
own houses and others are looking to buy. 54 Karen are currently employed at Luv-a-Duck and 
retention rates are high. 
 
Early 2015 
Five people work for a Karen-owned business collecting ducks from the local contract farmers. 
 
March 2017 
Australian Wildflowers at Laharum is now employing 40 Karen workers. 
 
October 2019 
230 Karen now living in Nhill. 156 Karen are working for 21 different employers in the town and its 
surrounds. 27 Karen families have purchased homes in Nhill. 46 Karen children are studying at 
schools in Nhill. 
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Methodology 

This report has been complied using surveys of Karen families in Nhill as well as interviews with 
Karen community leaders, local stakeholders, employers and Nhill community leaders. 

The economic impact assessments have focused on employment data, property purchases and 
rentals as well as household expenditure. 

The social impact analysis focused on population offsets in Nhill, the level of service provision and 
determinants of social cohesion. 
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AMES Australia new arrivals’ journey 
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