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MEDIA RELEASE
22 June 2017

GEELONG REFUGEES RELAUNCHING LIVES BY BUILDING BOATS 

Corio Bay Communities – Skiff Rowers & Raiders today announced their teaming with Diversitat, 
the Royal Geelong Yacht Club and Deakin University to support Geelong’s refugee and migrant 
communities and social support groups to build ten St Ayles Skiff coastal rowing boats.  The first 
two boats are under way, being built by Diversitat’s Iraqi, Iranian and Slovenians teamed with the 
‘Lifeboat Group’ which supports men and women who’ve suffered church-related sexual abuse 
as children.  

Their goal is to put Geelong’s culturally diverse communities on show as the asset that they 
are.  Leading the project, Peter Doyle said, “With funding from Minister of Multicultural 
Affairs, Robin Scott’s ‘Community Harmony Grant’, we’re a multi-culture team that are 
building boats.  A direct outcome is that we’re highlighting Geelong’s culturally rich 
community”.  Once launched, the boats will be in constant and colourful use at the foot of the 
city on Corio Bay and on other Bellarine waterways for recreation, festivals, family fun - and 
some competition.

Diversitat CEO Michael Martinez said, “I am very proud to say that Geelong has welcomed eighteen 
hundred refugees in the last five years and that our region is one of the success stories.  This initiative 
will really show off what an amazing asset these people are to this town”.

The moto of the world-wide St Ayles Skiff 
movement is:
“Communities build boats; boats build 
communities”. 

In a perfect reflection of that moto, Mukhles 
Abash of Geelong’s Iraqi Syriac community said, 
“We are not to build a boat for the sake of 
building a boat; we are here building bridges 
between people for the sake of people.  We are 
one team: people from Geelong’s Iraqi, Iranian 
and Slovenian communities, all under the care 
and guidance of Australians”.  



Further information: Peter Doyle on 0418 176 467 or by email to peter.doyle10@gmail.com

Christine Couzens, MLA for Geelong has been an advocate of this project from the beginning.  She 
has recognised that it is an exciting mechanism to draw together people from Geelong’s diverse 
cultural and community groups, and recognises the benefit it holds for others such as challenged 
youth.   “Teaming across cultural and interest boundaries to build beautiful boats together is a 
powerful way to bring people together around something that they’re all justly proud of.

Linda Quinn, Director of Community Services for the City of Greater Geelong said, “The diversity of 
cultures that make up our community has long been an important asset in Geelong.  This project 
highlights the important role diversity can play in our community”.

 Deakin University’s support is in the provision of the work shop space and is an extension of its 
role as a premier educator of people from many, many cultures and countries.

 The Royal Geelong Yacht Club’s support reflects its vision of the new ‘Safe Harbour’ waterfront 
being enjoyed by all the people of Geelong as well as drawing interstate and international 
visitors.  St Ayles Skiffs from all over Australia already feature as the craft that is raced by crews 
from all over Australia at its ‘Wooden Boat Festival’.  

 Revitalizing Central Geelong’s action plan holds that by bringing new people, new ideas and new 
opportunities to the city, Geelong can achieve the prosperous local economy and the bright 
future it deserves.  They see this initiative as helping to turn that vision into reality. 

INVITATION
Please join us for a media release and a great Prada coffee at Deakin University’s 1 Gheringhap 
Street Waterfront campus, at 10:00am on Saturday 24 June. Enter next door to Costa Hall.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR INTERVIEW

Christine Couzens MLA for Geelong
Michael Martinez COE, Diversitat
Father Kevin Dillon Lifeboat and St Mary’s Basilica, Geelong
Muhkles Abash President, Syriac Community of Geelong
Abbas Shiran President, Iranian Community of Geelong
Chris Williams Commodore, Royal Geelong Yacht Club 
Julie Hope Manager, Community Relations – Deakin University

OPPORTUNITIES FOR VISION

- Two St Ayles Skiff frames are on the workshop floor
- Iraqi/Iranian refugees working on them as one team
- TV interview of Muhkles Abash who speaks English well and will articulate both his 

community’s gratitude for this country’s acceptance of them and their determination 
to contribute.  These people are Christian.  They have been here for six months after 
escaping three years of rule by ISIS who literally demolished their city.

- TV interview of Father Kevin Dillon about his participation with the Royal Commission
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, and his founding of the Geelong 
‘Lifeboat Group’ that helps over 100 male and female victims.
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ST AYLES SKIFFS 

A GLOBAL COMMUNITY PHENOMENON HITS AUSTRALIA

With over 300 St Ayles Skiffs all over the world (20 in Australia), the building of these beautiful 
boats by community groups is a growing phenomenon.  They are beautiful boats built from a 
flat-packed kit by men and women who’ve typically never built anything, been in a boat or 
rowed before.  As people from the deserts of the Middle East, the Geelong Iraqis and Iranians 
are a case in point!  

These boats invariably become the pride and joy of the community groups who’ve built them 
around a common interest or cause and who see the collaboration required to build a boat 
and its subsequent use as an intensely congregating experience.  

Local examples include the St Ayles Skiff in Warrnambool named ‘F.A.S.T. Messenger’.  Built 
by the stroke recovery unit of the Warrnambool base hospital it competes all over Australia 
and publicises the F.A.S.T. “stroke-in-progress message” as it does so.  The Tasmanian skiffs 
were built by ‘Women-on-Water and one of the Melbourne boats by the congregation of  the 
Welsh Church of Melbourne in the attic of their church in La Trobe Street!  


