
Some experiences of Canberra RAC 

Over the last three and a half years the Canberra Refugee Action Committee has developed an 

organisation and a way of campaigning that has substantially grown participation and from which we 

can continue to build. It incorporates some distinctive elements.  Our biggest rallies have been around 

3,500 people. We have had two public meetings of 1,400-1,500 and many more in the hundreds. This 

is a brief summary of how we operate which we hope will contribute to the discussion about activism 

and the campaign of which are all a part. 

 

1. Organisation 

Our basic organizational structure consists of three elements. 

(i) A General Meeting which (during most of the year) meets about every six or seven 

weeks approximately and discusses broad decisions and plans for the campaign looking 

mostly over a period of months. In over three years our smallest general meeting has 

been about 40 and our largest about 100. At the end of each year we have an annual 

planning day. 

(ii) A Steering Committee (currently of 8 people) elected a couple of times per year. This 

meets usually once a week and does a lot of the detailed organizing as well as calling 

actions etc on shorter notice. 

(iii) Working Groups of two kinds. One is based on a constituency such as Faith-based, 

ANU, Uni of Canberra, Australian Catholic University, Rainbow – LGBTIQ, Unionists. The 

other type is based on a set of activities or skills: media; social media; distribution; 

creative activism, letter writing etc. There is no reason why these cannot be multiplied – 

e.g. to medical professionals, etc 

There are a number of advantages of this kind of organization.  

The first is that not every decision, big or tiny, has to be made in a general meeting of everyone. Such 

meetings end up being only for super-activists who can deal with a meeting every week which 

discusses everything. Such a group is most unlike the broad section of society we are trying to draw 

into the campaign. The campaign does need super-activists but cannot grow substantially if it doesn’t 

involve those who aren’t. Our structure allows for a broader section of the community – with 

demanding jobs, kids, grandkids, or just many other things to do. 

A second advantage of this structure is that, in the constituency working groups, people are most 

comfortable and often best placed to draw those in similar situations into the campaign. They speak 

the same language, see each other more often, congregate together etc. 



A third advantage is that the constituency groups can organize events specifically aimed at that group 

– e.g. a Rainbow RAC event about LGBTIQ people in detention, Faith-based events such as 

“Refugees: What Would Jesus Do?” and film screenings in church halls, campus lunchtime meetings 

and small demos, speak-outs. But these groups can also come together to build for rallies, major 

public meetings, snap protests etc. 

Finally, amongst the activity or skills based groups it is possible to build a degree of expertise.  

This is not always easy. We have found that the working groups are always in a state of construction. 

Leading people move cities, get a new job, have a child, get stuck in writing a thesis etc. Some 

groups – e.g. the School Students group - are very difficult to keep operating continuously. So while 

we’re sometimes looking to set up new groups, we always have to maintain and build the ones we 

already have. Some of the working groups have a “pop-up” quality – i.e. they come together mostly 

before a large event to build for it. 

 

2. An approach which emphasises drawing people into activity 

We want to change community attitudes but we can’t do that without an active campaign. So we do 

not generally put out information on flyers etc which only have information about the issue. We put 

information out but mostly try to connect it to something that those who agree can do in building the 

campaign further – whether it be to attend a rally or public meeting or to get involved with some 

aspect of our activity. We are about turning people who agree with us into activists. We have referred 

to this as “preaching to the converted”. Of course we also want to pursue those who are not 

completely in agreement. But there are at least 20-25% of the population who are largely already on 

our side. Drawing more of those people into the campaign is the only way to branch out into more 

sections of the community where people are more difficult to persuade. 

This approach has many aspects: 

 we normally try to get people at an event to come back to the next one; 

 our sign-up sheets are not just lists to get an email. Rather, they give the options of how you 

can be involved. (the sheet we use is attached at the end of this document.)  

 we have up to eight stalls at the big rallies – so that we can get as many new people as 

possible into the campaign. As a result we now have over 4,200 people on our contact list. 

 our speakers always emphasise the importance of getting involved and the numerous ways it 

is possible to do so. 

 We always have drinks and nibbles following our meetings (including our organizing general 

meetings) to encourage people to stay to chat informally and for new people to be welcomed.  

 

 



3. Creativity in the campaign 

The greatest enemy of activism is boredom. The weariness mentioned above is compounded when 

the activity we are asking of activists remains exactly the same. So we are always looking for new 

ideas in our campaigning. . Last year we began the practice of forming contingents away from the 

main rally and marching into it. It’s been a great success. Before Palm Sunday 2016 our faith-based 

working group campaigned to get as many Palm Sunday banners advertising the rally on places of 

worship as possible and we continue to do that. Our large corflute placards besides some of the 

highways have given us a profile which no other campaign has in Canberra. We have held snap 

rallies at busy intersections on median strips. On one occasion we had about 1,000 people at one of 

these and have had hundreds at many others. We’ve put open letters and ads in the newspaper. We 

video all our public meetings and rallies.  

Before Palm Sunday 2017 we had a 48 hr vigil in the Square where the rally was to be held. One 

marquee had an exhibition of poetry, artwork and music videos from people who have sought asylum 

in Australia on display. Another had ten boards with info graphics about the current policy and the 

alternative to it. As well as the art exhibition and infographics display, the vigil involved a Faith-based 

event with Christian and Muslim participation, a Rainbow RAC gathering with “mocktails”, an outdoor 

film screening, an outdoor public lecture and a music/performance night. 

The focus of our message also has to be changed from time to time. We cannot expect people to 

come to things where they hear the same message every time. So we have held a range of meetings 

over the last year with a different focus: whistleblowers sharing their experiences of Manus and 

Nauru, Gillian Triggs speaking on human rights, a focus on the financial costs of detention, on the 

law, on refugees and the media, calling on local MPs to speak out etc. We have run cultural events, 

music and performance nights, “Amps not Camps” bands nights etc. 

Having an emphasis on drawing people into activism means that we are not just “selling” the message 

of a just refugee policy – we are selling what we are doing because we want others to join us in taking 

action too. If our activity looks grim we will not succeed. 

 

4. An alternative 

Ultimately, we cannot only say what we are opposed to. It is not possible to win the argument with 

many people unless we could put to them a coherent policy alternative which involves neither a 

proposal for open borders nor an acceptance that thousands would die at sea. This latter concern is 

the most difficult question we face with people who are, in other ways, sympathetic. And it is one that 

our opponents use constantly. The Pledge for a Just Refugee Policy has been an important element 

answering this concern. We can say confidently that a policy which provides people with alternative 

pathways to asylum can work without strategies of deterrence and cruelty. An outline of the policy we 



have argued for – titled A Common Refugee Policy – A Contribution to the Discussion, has been 

uploaded to the conference website. 

 

 

5. Mobilising – an example 

 

As an example of what we routinely do to build large rallies, we have listed below what we did before 

Palm Sunday 2017. 

 

 20,000 flyers printed – 17,000 distributed over three weeks before PS at several markets and 

other events 

 2 full page ads (one an open letter) in the Canberra Times on the two Saturdays before PS 

 “Superstalls Saturday” the weekend before PS – 7 stalls held over the weekend at shopping 

centres around Canberra 

 500 posters 

 stalls and lead-up events on campuses etc 

 unionist, faith-based, campus, Rainbow and other organizing of contingents to march into the 

rally at the beginning 

 25 banners advertising PS on churches around Canberra 

 50 large corflute placards alongside highways starting from two weeks before PS 

 groups holding large banners and corflutes advertising PS during morning peak hours in the 

week before at four busy intersections around Canberra 

 the 48 hour vigil mentioned above.  

 approximately 80, 45 second TV ads on two commercial stations in the week and a half 

before PS and a 90 second version for the web. 

 We are currently surveying members to ascertain what was most effective and what we 

should do again 

 

 

6. Where to from here  

In Canberra this approach has been successful in substantially expanding our support base and 

building strong and growing participation in our campaign. There are additional areas of our campaign 

that we have identified need more work, and are keen to learn from what’s being done elsewhere.  

These areas include: 

 Now that we have expanded the supporter base, are there additional actions that Canberra 

RAC might take to influence policy outcomes? 



 How can we best make sure Canberra RAC members feel welcome and part of a growing 

movement for change? 

 How can we make most effective use of our online presence and social media? 

 

 

Canberra RAC Steering Committee 


