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The World Cup inspired Teu Hatzaw to fall in love with soccer. Now, 15

years after seeking asylum in Australia and amid rising One Nation

support, he will get to play in one.

Little did he know that opportunity would come in Wollongong, as more

than 300 refugees gather to play the world game for a title of their.

By Tyler Welch
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Teu Hatzaw and Lu Reh both have found community in Wollongong as refugees through
soccer. Picture by Adam McLean

Lu Reh, another Karenni refugee, immigrated to Australia in 2016 with

his mother and three siblings. He was too young to know a single

person living in Wollongong.

Soccer helped him breakdown barriers in his new hometown, which is

why both Hatzaw and Reh have played in the two previous refugee

World Cups.

"I completely had no idea [when I arrived]," Reh said. "My mum wanted

us to live in a better place, enjoy a better future for ourselves."

"Back as a refugee, I had a friend there that had a soccer ball. It's rare

that a friend could afford a soccer ball back in my village. But when we

had a friend that has a soccer ball, we always come together and play

every afternoon after school."

"In school, and also outside of school, I've made a lot of friends

[because of soccer]."

Wollongong is hosting its own World Cup, thanks to the efforts of

Karenni community leader Francis Kayphoe and the NSW Service for

the Treatment and Rehabilitation of Torture and Trauma Survivors.

Soccer, the universal language as Kayphoe called it, has helped many

refugees breakdown barriers and settle into their new lives.

Hatzaw fell in love with the sport during the 2002 World Cup, even

though he didn't play.
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"I love to play, but it's been a struggle," Hatzaw said. "When we lived in

Malaysia, you couldn't play soccer, and then now when we moved to

Australia you can do whatever you want."

Hatzaw, one of many refugees in Wollongong from south-east Asia,

moved to Australia in 2011 with his family to flee dangers they were

facing in Malaysia.

At that time, the only other Karenni people living in Wollongong were

Hatzaw's uncle and two other families.

The Karenni are one of the most threatened ethnic minorities in south-

east Asia, especially in Myanmar. Many fled to the neighbouring nations

of Thailand or Malaysia in the 1990s, but suffered minimal support from

the local governments.

Now, Hatzaw says the Karenni community in Wollongong is up to nearly

100 people. While Hatzaw and Reh have found jobs and new lives in

Australia, recent political trends are a growing concern in their

community.

One Nation party leader Pauline Hanson made a speech at the National

Press Club in Canberra on June 17 and used the platform to discuss

monoculturalism, which by definition is the promotion of a single,

dominant culture and suppressing minority cultures, aims to restrict

immigration into Australia.

Her speech was made midway through Australia's refugee week, which

had a theme of "one million stories" to celebrate one million refugees

finding sanctuary in Australia since World War II.

Wollongong refugee World Cup, Pauline Hanson and soccer. This is Teu'... https://www.illawarramercury.com.au/story/9297346/wollongong-refu...

3 of 9 27/06/2026, 12:43 pm

https://www.illawarramercury.com.au/story/2328938/refugee-students-win-scholarships/
https://www.illawarramercury.com.au/story/2328938/refugee-students-win-scholarships/
https://www.illawarramercury.com.au/story/9297304/one-nation-monoculture-claim-red-carded-as-nonsense/
https://www.illawarramercury.com.au/story/9297304/one-nation-monoculture-claim-red-carded-as-nonsense/
https://www.illawarramercury.com.au/story/9297304/one-nation-monoculture-claim-red-carded-as-nonsense/
https://www.illawarramercury.com.au/story/9297304/one-nation-monoculture-claim-red-carded-as-nonsense/


"It's very hard for us," Hatzaw said. "There's a few families left in the

refugee camps. We're trying to bring them in, but with the politics

changing I think it would be harder for us."

Three members of the Socceroos are immigrants themselves:

Mohamed Touré, Awer Mabil and Nestory Irankunda, the latter of whom

scored Australia's first goal of the tournament. Hatzaw has enjoyed

cheering for Australia in this year's World Cup.

"I think this is so inspiring to the new children," Hatzaw said. "If they

love soccer, if they push a bit more, they can reach their level."

All three fled war and civil unrest in varying regions of Africa and ended

up in Adelaide, where they grew into some of the brightest stars of

Australian soccer.

After the Socceroos play their third and final game of the group stage

against Paraguay on Friday, more than 300 Australian refugees will

converge at the University of Wollongong on Saturday to compete in

the third annual STARTTS Wollongong World Cup.

"Football is an opportunity to bring people together," Kayphoe said.

"Football is a universal language. We don't speak the language, but it is

a sport where everyone can participate."

The 28 teams, eight women's and 20 men's, are separated into

competitive and social brackets, with teams representing south-east

Asia, the Middle East, Europe and Africa.

"We get to know each other better because we have so many different

communities from different parts of the world," Kayphoe said. "It's one
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way of uniting strangers and creating a multicultural society."

Kayphoe hopes the Wollongong World Cup will allow for more

friendships, especially across cultures and communities.

"The whole idea of the World Cup came up to create a venue for young

people to come together and grow as a community and also celebrate

diversity and resilience," Kayphoe said.
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Tyler Welch
Sports Intern
Tyler Welch covers sports news for the Illawarra Mercury. All the way from Dallas,
Texas, Tyler is spending the summer as an intern in Wollongong. He's excited to
cover new sports and leagues in Australia. You can email Tyler at
tyler.welch@austcommunitymedia.com.au
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