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A new life for refugees
Centre eases way

By SUHEIL DAMOUNY

MILENKO Popadic's family still have the horrific
memories of war etched in their minds from nearly
a decade ago.

However, after fleeing the war-torn land in the late
1990s with the help of Australian authorities, their
gratitude towards the Australian people for the sup-
port they received as immigrants from Bosnia in
August 1998 is something neither he, nor his family,
shall ever forget.

Arriving with his wife Vesna and son Zoran, who
was 14 at that time, without knowing a word of Eng-
lish and leaving what little possessions they owned
behind he has now built a new life in his new home
and is now helping others who are in the same situa-
tion he was once in, working at the Australian Centre
for Languages (ACL) in Auburn.

As a school teacher in a village near Doboj, Bosnia
for 14 years he lost everything when the war broke
out, surviving mainly on money sent by relatives from
Germany and Austria.

"Life was like hell, you just try to survive and bring
food for your family, we just wanted to run away,
there was no work," he said.

"During the war they [students at the school] would
have to take cover when they heard the firing over-
head, it was everyday all the time, it became part of
our life. Even to this day when the door is slammed,
my wife gets frightened from the loud noise.

"We moved to Serbia as refugees and I was lucky to
find a family to accept us, but I know it was hard for
them to give us support," he said.

Less than a year after applying through the United
Nations (UN) he was sent with his family to Australia
and the support he received was "overwhelming".

"We were all happy to leave but it was our home
and we were going somewhere which you don't know
what to expect. We were thinking `is it going to be
worse or better?' After a few days I knew it was right,"
he said.

"The government paid for the flights and accommo-
dation for three months and expenses. I was so sur-
prised after all that happened to find nice people to
give you everything and don't ask for anything back,
it was a whole new world.

"When we applied to leave Bosnia and find some
freedom I did not expect to be that lucky to come to

Milenko Popadic

Australia," he said.
Help was immediately provided to the Popadic fam-

ily, but even getting to the shopping centre was dif-
ficult for them.
Milenko then started to get information on how to

begin to learn English while the family also received
Centrelink payments. Settling into accommodation in
Campsie, they enrolled at their local ACL centre be-
fore moving to Rockdale after a few months.

"They said `we can teach you English' and the first
question I asked is do I have to pay for it?' and they
said it is free and I am entitles to 610 hours of classes.
I was shocked," he said.

"It was really hard to learn the language; you felt a
bit stupid because we felt that we should know Eng-
lish."

After graduating from a Level III English course, he
enrolled in a part time course at TAFE studying IT
and saw it as a good way to increase skills while doing
something he enjoys.
The manager at the ACL centre in Rockdale saw

that he had the skill and asked him to help update the
user manual and offered him a part time job that then
increased to full time as administrative assistant and
bilingual support officer.

He has been employed as an information coordina-
tor in Auburn since mid 2000.

"ACL is not just about learning English, they teach
us how to go to bank, how to go shopping, how to
speak to people. I was in the same spot as they are
(new immigrants) and I try my best to pay it off and
help other people," he said.

He will join thousands of other ACL clients and staff
to celebrate Harmony Day at the Village Green, Bi-
centennial Park on Wednesday, March 21.
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