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Heart of gold: Local hero takes top honours for
refugee trauma care
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Eaowyn Vaughan-Johnson, a social worker and rehabilitation coordinator with New

England Community Mental Health Service, has won the 2026 NSW Humanitarian Award in

the Government and Legal category for her work supporting refugee communities across

regional New South Wales.

Eaowyn Vaughan-Johnson, a social worker and rehabilitation

coordinator with New England Community Mental Health Service, has
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won the 2026 NSW Humanitarian Award in the Government and Legal

category for her work supporting refugee communities across

regional NSW.

Ms Vaughan-Johnson, who has worked in public acute mental health

for a decade, was recognised for her leadership in refugee mental

health, housing and homelessness, domestic and family violence, and

rehabilitation.
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Since 2021, she has led efforts to improve mental health and

settlement outcomes for Ezidi refugees in Armidale through trauma-

informed and culturally responsive care.

"It was amazing. It was thrilling. It was such a surprise when I got the

email advising me about it," Ms Vaughan-Johnson said. I was really

surprised, happy and honoured," she said.

Ms Vaughan-Johnson has strengthened partnerships between

Community Mental Health, STARTTS, Refugee Health and the

Community Living Supports for Refugees program, and has advocated

for coordinated referral pathways and improved access to

psychosocial and clinical support.
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Her work includes refugee-focused training for health professionals,

promotion of bi cultural support and interpreters, and close

engagement with refugee communities to build trust and access to

services.

"We help them get back onto the path they want to be on," she said,

describing the blend of clinical rehabilitation and long-term

psychosocial support the service provides.

Eaowyn Vaughan-Johnson, a social worker and rehabilitation coordinator with New

England Community Mental Health Service, has won the 2026 NSW Humanitarian Award in

the Government and Legal category for her work supporting refugee communities across

regional New South Wales.
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Peers say Ms Vaughan-Johnson routinely goes beyond the scope of her

role to ensure vulnerable individuals and families receive timely help.

The award recognises both direct clinical outcomes and broader

settlement gains: refugee-owned businesses operating in Armidale,

students from refugee backgrounds entering higher education and

health professions, and families buying homes.

Ms Vaughan-Johnson acknowledged the emotional toll of working

with trauma-affected people and outlined how she protects her own

well-being.

"Anyone who's working with people who have experienced trauma is

at risk of developing vicarious trauma, she said. For me, supervision is

absolutely vital for my survival as a social worker."

She said regular clinical supervision, structured debriefing and

deliberate self-care were critical.

Ms Vaughan-Johnson also highlighted the restorative effect of

connecting with nature. Finding moments of joy and silliness when I

can in the world, connecting with nature, are vital to my survival as a

social worker and just a human, she said.

Despite modesty about the recognition, Ms Vaughan-Johnson said the

award validated the collaborative model she and her partners have

pursued.

"I think it means that I'm doing effective work and that I am hopefully

making a difference to people, which is ultimately what I want," she

said.

ADVERTISEMENT

7/2/26, 5:41 PM Eaowyn Vaughan-Johnson wins 2026 NSW Humanitarian Award for refugee care | The Armidale Express | Armidale, NSW

https://www.armidaleexpress.com.au/story/9302840/eaowyn-vaughan-johnson-wins-2026-nsw-humanitarian-award-for-refugee-care/ 4/9



The accolade shines a light on the network of health services,

community organisations and volunteers whose combined efforts are

reshaping refugee settlement and mental health support in regional

NSW.
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