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Above: Australia Awards scholars had the opportunity to meet Sandy 
Verschoor, Lord Mayor of Adelaide (middle) featured with, from left to 

right, Sampath Basnayaka (Sri Lanka), Sivleng Voeun (Cambodia), 
Nisha Singh (Nepal), Farzana Yeasmin (Bangladesh),  

and Inoka de Alwis (Sri Lanka). 
 

Cover image: Scholars from Pakistan at the University of Melbourne,  
from left to right, Muhammad Ali Bukhari, Sarah Ejaz Ahmed,  

and Attiya Malik.
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Australia Awards – South and West Asia recorded many notable 
achievements in 2018, while introducing a number of innovations 
that significantly enhanced the experience of Australia Awards 
scholars, Short Course participants and alumni.  

All completing scholars and Short Course participants satisfied 
the requirements of their study program, either to be granted their 
formal degree or to receive a certificate of course completion, 
and all returned home on conclusion of their studies.  

In five of the six participating countries, over 50% of scholars 
selected to commence studies in 2019 were women. Across 
the region, with 55% of Scholarships being awarded to women 
and 6% to people with disability, the Program exceeded notional 
gender and disability inclusion participation objectives. 

The inaugural Scholars Forum, conducted under the banner 
LEARN | LINK | LEAD, brought together just under 60 scholars 
in Canberra along with representatives of the Australian 
Government, the South and West Asia diplomatic corps, and 
the higher education and business sectors in support of the 
development of institutional and people-to-people links between 
Australia and the region.

Sixteen Short Courses were delivered in 2018 for 337 
participants—the highest number on the Program to date. 
Pre-/post-course testing indicated that 96% of Short Course 
recipients had gained in knowledge and skills during their 
course. Many are using their new knowledge and skills to 
contribute to important development outcomes. 

Informal Learning Opportunities were offered to 40 recipients in a 
broad range of sectors, including Agriculture, Disability, Economic 
Development, Health and, most prominently, Human Rights.

Regional and country-level alumni engagement was effective 
in encouraging greater collaboration for development in South 
and West Asia while at the same time nurturing alumni links to 
Australia. In particular, the Regional Alumni Workshop, which 
took place in Bhutan, was the catalyst for a number of important 
alumni-driven environmental and climate action initiatives, the 
beneficial outcomes of which continue to resonate into 2019.  

Over 90% of alumni reported that they were passing on their new 
skills and knowledge to others, including introducing improved 
practices and innovations in their workplace. Thanks to increased 
efforts in story capture and development, the contributions of 
individual alumni were increasingly acknowledged and celebrated. 

A year of innovation and achievement 

Australia Awards 
scholars and Short 
Course participants

758
29%

from Bangladesh, Bhutan, the 
Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan 
and Sri Lanka undertook 
tertiary education and 
training with Australian 
providers in 2018—an 
increase over 2017 of



Outcomes at a glance
Outcome:  Alumni are maintaining personal and 

professional linkages 

Outcome:  Australia is viewed as a valued international 
partner

Among 119 Australia Awards Scholarships alumni surveyed 
18 months after they had returned home: 

Among Short Course alumni surveyed 6‒12 months after 
completing their course: 

Among 119 Australia Awards Scholarships alumni surveyed: 

had already passed 
on their new skills and 
knowledge to others

92%

91%

96%

had introduced improved 
practices and innovations 
in their work

93%

continued to engage in development 
tasks related to their Short Course 

Outcome:  Alumni are making positive development 
contributions

The Australia Awards 
website for South and West 
Asia attracted over half a 
million unique visits

Among 119 Australia Awards Scholarship 
alumni surveyed, 97% had either a highly 
positive or positive view of Australia and 
Australians. 95% had either a highly positive or 
positive view of Australian skills and expertise

of Short Course participants 
were positive about their 
experience in Australia 

57%
were in at least monthly 
contact with fellow 
Australia Awards alumni



“As I come to the end of my first year 
in Australia, I want to highlight just how 

amazing it has been. It has exceeded all my 
expectations... I am fortunate to experience 

all of it thanks to Australia Awards.
“I want to make the most of the opportunities I 
receive here and take what I learn and discover 
to improve the lives of others. I want to be a 
leader who creates opportunities for others, and 
helps others see their potential.”

- Hawwa Yumna (Maldives)
Master of Tourism (Hotel and Event Management)
University of Queensland, commenced 2018

Featured (left) with Usha Moosa (Maldives)  
Master of Education (Leadership and Management) 
Flinders University, commenced 2018



“While in Australia, I have 
developed linkages across three 

sectors: economic development, 
education, and arts and culture. I 

hope to use my knowledge, skills and 
networks to help promote Sri Lanka as 
a tourist destination, thereby aiding the 
economic development of the nation.
“I am forever grateful to Australia Awards; 
it is nothing less than a dream come true for 
me to study here. I have had a wonderful 
time so far. The Australia Awards team 
has always been there for the scholars with 
assistance, support and advice.” 

- Anuk De Silva (Sri Lanka)
Master of Commerce (Marketing)
University of Melbourne
commenced 2018
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The approach to Australia Awards Scholarships in 2018 
was notable for an array of new initiatives, well-targeted 
promotions informed by a revised Gender Equality and Social 
Inclusion strategy, and effective in-Australia support. 

Four hundred and twenty-one scholars from across the region 
—a 38% increase over 2017 in the size of the cohort—were 
supported in Australia, with an increased focus on professional 
networking and the establishment of sustainable linkages.  

Regular in-Australia newsletters were introduced, to provide 
scholars with resources and information to enrich their 
experience in Australia and to help them make connections. 

An inaugural Scholars Forum, innovative in concept and 
effectively delivered (see page 9), provided further opportunities 
for scholars to identify and develop institutional and people-to-
people links between Australia and the region. 

All completing scholars successfully satisfied the requirements 
to obtain their Australian degree and returned home ready to 
implement their Development Impact Plans.

Effective promotional activities and selection processes identified 
a cohort of future leaders to commence their studies in Australia in 
2019. New initiatives involving digital communications campaigns 
and social media advertising helped ensure that promotional 
efforts reached the target audiences. Campaigns were supported 
by profiles of successful alumni and a range of other new 
accessible resources, including illustrative videos that received 
more than 5,000 views. 

A strong focus on inclusion in promotional activities and selection 
processes ensured that 55% of the Scholarships for studies 
commencing in 2019 were awarded to women, with women 
being selected for at least half of the available Scholarships in 
five of the six participating countries. Women applicants and 
recipients were supported in many cases by the local chapters of 
the Australia Awards Women in Leadership Network.

Twelve scholars with disability were selected and commenced 
studies in 2019, including a scholar from Bhutan who was 
interviewed through a sign language interpreter. 

Marginalised ethnicities were a further target group in some 
country programs: in Nepal, almost half of the new Scholarships 
were awarded to applicants from targeted ethnicities. 

Australia Awards Scholarships

Image: Australia Awards scholars from across South and West Asia  
on-campus at Flinders University, Adelaide.

160

55%

421 38%
scholars completed 
their studies and 
returned home 

Scholarships were 
awarded for study 
commencing in 2019191

scholars undertook 
studies in Australia, 
a 38% increase  
over 2017  

of Scholarships were awarded 
to women regionally, with over 
50% going to women in five of 
the six participating countries



“Australia Awards not only is helping me 
enhance my knowledge in power engineering 

but also has given me the opportunity to build 
networks and linkages at both personal and 

professional levels.
“The Scholars Forum was an important event 
where we, the scholars, got the opportunity to meet 
and get to know each other closely. We were able 
to share our visions towards driving change in our 
countries and the work we have done so far, till 
now, to achieve it. Here, I made connections that I 
will value throughout my life.”

- Wangmo (Bhutan)
Master of Engineering Science
University of Southern Queensland
commenced 2018
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Strengthening links between Australia 
and South and West Asia
LEARN | LINK | LEAD was the theme of the inaugural 
Australia Awards – South and West Asia Scholars Forum, 
which brought together 58 scholars from the region in 
Canberra in October 2018. 

Designed to support institutional and people-to-people links 
between Australia and the region, the Forum proved to be 
an effective vehicle for engaging scholars and for furthering 
Australia Awards’ public diplomacy objectives within Australia.

The Forum attracted over 100 participants, including Australia 
Awards scholars and alumni, senior diplomats from the 
South and West Asian region, representatives from Australia’s 
education institutions, and senior officers from the Department 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade.

Simon Merrifield (First Assistant Secretary, South and West 
Asia Division) delivered the keynote address, setting the tone 
for the Forum with a high-level overview of the event’s theme. 

This address was followed by an inspiring response from H.E. 
Somasundaram Skandakumar, High Commissioner of Sri Lanka.

Heads of Mission from South and West Asia participated in an 
interesting roundtable discussion. Other inspirational speakers 
included Dr Stephanie Fahey (CEO, Austrade), Dr Robert Styles 
(International Development Adviser, the Australian National 
University) and the scholars themselves. 

The event deployed innovative technologies—including real-time 
photo-sharing and polling systems—to facilitate high levels of 
engagement and generate linkages. Media coverage included 
three SBS interviews with scholars. 

The Forum broadened the scholars’ experience outside their 
academic pursuits, offering them an opportunity to develop 
professional networks as well as showcase their achievements 
and visions. 

98%

98%

98%

gained new knowledge and ideas about 
developing professional linkages with 
Australia or within South and West Asia

were motivated to increase 
their professional linkages 
with Australia or within 
South and West Asia 
following the Forum

100%

made new connections 
through the Forum, 
with 76% asserting this 
strongly 

said the Forum strengthened  
their determination to use 
their skills, knowledge and 
connections to be a leader on 
return to their home countries

Survey responses by scholars who attended the Forum 
indicate that:
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An enhanced focus on Gender Equality and Social Inclusion, 
a greater number of participants, and further improvements 
to systems and processes were key areas of progress in the 
short-term training portfolio in 2018. 

A focus on inclusive practices in course design and 
participant identification ensured that, for the first time, more 
than half of Short Course participants were women. 

Among significant Short Course outputs and outcomes:

• A regional Short Course in Integrated Water Resource
Management brought together participants from seven
countries to explore cooperation in a field of vital
importance to the region (see page 13).

• The first Short Course to be delivered in the Maldives, in
Paramedic Skills Development, trained 24 nurses, public
health workers and ambulance drivers in emergency care.

• A Professional Certificate in International Trade Short
Course for Bangladeshis led to the participants being
awarded a formal Australian qualification.

• Networking events were held in Bangladesh for alumni of
Short Courses in Countering Violent Extremism, along with
their workplace supervisors and industry stakeholders.

• Inspired by her Women in Executive Leadership
Development Short Course, a Bhutanese alumna
designed and rolled out gender equality performance
indicators for the country’s civil service.

• An alumna of a Sustainable Tourism Development Short
Course was instrumental in introducing a coral propagation
program for a hotel chain in Sri Lanka and the Maldives.

Flexible responses to immediate training needs were provided 
through Informal Learning Opportunities, including: 

• Helping broaden Australia’s human rights engagement
with Pakistan, the Hon. Michael Kirby, former Justice of
the High Court of Australia, visited Pakistan to address the
Asma Jahangir Conference on Justice for Empowerment.

• Senior delegates from the Royal Civil Service Commission
of Bhutan visited Canberra and Brisbane to build
institutional linkages between Australia and Bhutan.

• Representatives from Sri Lanka’s Disability Organisations
Joint Front attended the 11th Session of the Conference
on State Parties to the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities, in New York.

Short-term training

Image: Australia Awards Short Course participants from Pakistan, 
Asma Shahzadi (middle) and Serein Asad (right), with Greta Nabbs-
Keller, Course Director, University of Queensland (left), at an event for 
the Role of Government in Private Sector Development Short Course. 

16

337

Short Courses were 
delivered wholly or 
partially in 2018

of Short Course participants were women–
the first time more than half of Short Course 
places have been allocated to women 

53%
people participated in Short 
Courses, a 19% increase of 
participants over 2017



“I cannot even imagine 
what would have happened 

if I did not take up the 
Australia Awards opportunity. 

Australia Awards helped me 
with my mobility; I have started 
walking gradually and I feel 
much better. I also expanded my 
network and met new people 
both within and outside of the 
University. Australia Awards 
changed my life.” 

- Hafiz Hassan (Bangladesh)
Master of Environmental
Science, Monash University
2018



“My Australia Awards 
Scholarship was a thoroughly life 

enriching experience. Not only 
did I get a world-class education, 

but I also made lifelong friendships, 
developed excellent professional 
linkages and found inspiring mentors.
“I am so grateful for my Australia 
Awards experience, which is now 
helping me create a positive social 
impact for youth and people with 
disability in my home country.”

- Sarah Ejaz Ahmed (Pakistan)
Master of Development Studies
University of Melbourne
2018
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Regional Short Course in Transboundary 
Water Management 
A truly transboundary regional Australia Awards Short 
Course in water management in South, Central and West 
Asia included participants from both within and outside of 
Program countries. 

The Supporting Water Security and Cooperation in South Asia: 
Integrated Water Resources Management Short Course helped 
facilitate and encourage greater learning and cooperation in a 
field of vital importance to the region. 

Delivered by Queensland University of Technology, the 
Short Course provided training to 26 participants over three 
weeks in Brisbane in July‒August. Participants came from 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal and Pakistan, as well as non-
Program countries, including India (five recipients), Tajikistan 
(two) and Kazakhstan (one).

The implementation of participants’ Return to Work Plans 
resulted in a range of outcomes related to transboundary water 
cooperation for the region, with high potential for sustainability. 
One of these outcomes included the mapping of all critical 
water sources in Bhutan, a project that will inform the decision-
making process of Bhutan’s water sector. 

The project leader, Sonam Choden, from the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Forests in Bhutan, described the team’s 
success: “All of Bhutan’s water sources that are used for 
drinking, irrigation and commercial uses are now on the map, 
with extra information that can help design interventions and 
strategically allocate scarce resources where they are needed”. 
She continued: “This Short Course helped build my network 
among water professionals and provided me with the skills to 
foster change in my community and beyond”. 

A further significant outcome involved a community 
engagement project in Arunachal Pradesh and Assam, India, 
where a learning platform was created to help community 
members gain a greater understanding of large government 
and developer projects. This initiative is, in turn, helping provide 
traditional and local knowledge to inform policy development. 

Participants confirmed that there was considerable opportunity 
to share their new knowledge and observations when they 
returned home. Many were able to apply what they had learnt in  
cross-border water-related cooperation in their workplace. 

Sabina Kharbuja (featured), a participant from the Water 
and Energy Commission Secretariat in Nepal, delivered an 
address to participants, course staff and Australian Embassy 
officials, including Australia’s Ambassador to Nepal H.E. Pete 
Budd, during a Return to Work workshop which took place in 
Kathmandu in November.

Top: Short Course participant Sabina Kharbuja, Senior Divisional 
Engineer (Water and Energy Commission Secretariat, Nepal).

Bottom: Short Course participants discovering new approaches to 
collaborating and cooperating across borders.
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In line with a commitment to support strong Australia 
Awards alumni communities, an extensive program of 
alumni engagement activities, initiatives and events was 
conducted throughout 2018. 

Participants of the successful 2018 Regional Alumni Workshop 
in Bhutan have continued in 2019 to achieve substantial 
environment and climate action-related outcomes in the region.    

Approximately 2,000 alumni attended one or more of the 
regional and country-level engagement events conducted 
during the year. These included: 

• a seminar hosted by the Australia Awards Women in
Leadership Network (WiLN) and Dhaka University on ‘Girl
Child in Bangladesh: Empowerment and Equity’

• a blood donation drive organised by the Bhutan Australia
Alumni Association that attracted over 100 donors

• a Research Forum organised by Maldives Australia
Alumni covering a range of topics, including sustainable
development, security, agriculture, health and the environment

• an event in Kathmandu, ‘Celebrating Partnerships and
Diversity’, the keynote address of which was signed in
Auslan by 2015 Young Australian of the Year, Drisana
Levitzke-Gray.

Alumni Disability Initiative Grants were introduced in Nepal, 
supporting outcomes including: training visually impaired 
youths on the use of assistive technology; supporting educators 
for learners with disability; and supporting leaders of Disabled 
People’s Organisations to increase their understanding of laws 
and policies.  

The Sri Lanka Association of Australia Awards Alumni was 
particularly active, with initiatives including fundraising, the 
development of school libraries, and the establishment of 
provincial chapters. 

The WiLN, launched through the Regional Alumni Workshop in 
2015, is increasingly active. The WiLN’s national chapters assisted 
in promoting Australia Awards to potential applicants, mentored 
new recipients, and engaged in a range of activities to promote 
and support women’s empowerment in local communities. 

In Pakistan, a Mentorship Development Program was introduced, 
and an online campaign profiling 24 of the most active members 
of the WiLN was launched by the Australian High Commissioner 
to Pakistan and the Australian Ambassador for Women and Girls, 
the Hon. Dr Sharman Stone. 

Alumni engagement

Image: The International Conference on Compliance Trends for 
Financial Institutions 2018 & Beyond. Featured from left to right, Hon 
Eran Wickramaratne (Sri Lanka State Minister of Finance), Mr Nithar 
Cassim (Chief Editor of Daily FT), with the 2018 President of the  
Sri Lanka Association of Australia Awards Alumni, Anusha Nishanthi, 
and 2019 President, Dr Pradeepa Jayaratne.

The alumni database was further developed, and  
high-achieving alumni were acknowledged, such as Aisha 
Jalil (Pakistan), who was named in the 2018 Muslim Women 
in Sports Powerlist as one of the 30 most influential Muslim 
women in sport in the world. It is also noted that the Prime 
Minister of Bhutan and five of his ten Cabinet Ministers have 
studied in Australia, as have six serving Cabinet Ministers in 
the Maldives. 

2,000

6,700

alumni attended country-level and 
regional alumni engagement events

active alumni email addresses were 
recorded by December—an increase 
of 21% compared to December 2017



“My time in Australia was life-
changing. The experience made 

me more familiar with pressing 
global issues but it also instilled in me 

transformative leadership skills and 
confidence. My experiences beyond the 
classroom reframed my attitudes and 
views; I learnt how to adapt to new and 
complex environments.
“I experienced a truly egalitarian and 
progressive environment in Australian 
society—where everyone is provided with 
equal opportunities regardless of their 
differences. I came to the right place for 
my education.” 

- Nisha Singh (Nepal)
Master of Education
(Leadership and Management)
Flinders University
2018



“Thanks Australia Awards for providing 
me with an amazing opportunity. 

Australia is no doubt a wonderful country 
and the people are so welcoming.

“I have developed a deep understanding 
of disability policy and practice. I am now 
well-equipped with new knowledge and 
improved approaches to help deal with the 
challenges people with disability face in 
fulfilling their dreams.”

Muhammad Tayyab Qazi (Pakistan)  
Master of Disability Policy and Practice 
Flinders University  
2018
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More than 40 Australia Awards alumni from South and 
West Asia were in Thimphu, Bhutan, in November 2018 
to contribute to the Australia Awards Regional Alumni 
Workshop, Australia Awards Alumni as Champions for the 
Environment and Climate Action.

Alumni groups—the majority of which were issued with grants 
earlier in the year—represented 16 environment and climate 
action initiatives to benefit Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, the 
Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka.

In his address to the alumni, Australian Deputy High 
Commissioner to India and Deputy Ambassador to Bhutan 
Mr Rod Hilton emphasised that climate change is truly a 
transboundary concern, which requires action from different 
actors. He was impressed with the variety and level of innovation 
in the alumni projects and noted that this is reflective of the 
success of Australia Awards in developing “high-achieving 
leaders” in the region.

The Workshop commenced with an exhibit through which 
alumni showcased their project outcomes. Alumni participated 
in masterclasses and were linked with specialists to gain a richer 
understanding of how to scale up their ideas.

On the final day, a Pitch Competition was held for 14 alumni 
groups to communicate their environment and climate action 
initiatives and outcomes. The following projects were granted 
additional funding to expand their projects:

• Community empowerment and action against illegal
stone extraction to preserve the natural environment in
Bangladesh (Overall winner)

• Awareness and community engagement campaign across
Pakistan for environmental protection through a blended
digital and offline approach (First runner-up)

• Cradle to cradle: Empowering school children to be
catalysts for preserving the environment and tackling
climate change in Sri Lanka (Second runner-up).

The participants were inspired by visits to innovative 
environmental protection activities in Thimphu, including WWF 
Bhutan and the National Centre for Hydrology and Meteorology, 
and learned about Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness index 
as a framework for environmental sustainability. The Workshop 
also provided an excellent platform for networking. 

Alumni as champions for the 
environment and climate action

Top: Alumni were inspired by visits to innovative environmental 
protection activities in Thimphu, including a visit to WWF Bhutan.

Bottom: Enthused alumni at a human-centred design masterclass at 
the Regional Alumni Workshop in Bhutan.

Early in 2019, the winning team from the Workshop 
successfully lobbied for legal reforms in Bangladesh, securing 
a court verdict to stop illegal stone extraction, which had been 
resulting in the pollution of local water sources in Bandarban. 

In 2017, 35 alumni were offered grants through the Regional 
Alumni Workshop to implement innovative solutions for 
development. In 2018, these alumni continued to make 
a significant difference in the region through the ongoing 
implementation of their projects. 
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About Australia Awards – South and West Asia

The Australian Government has proudly supported emerging 
leaders from developing countries in accessing a high-quality 
education and life experience in Australia for over 60 years. 
Currently, the key delivery mechanism for providing this support 
is Australia Awards.

Australia Awards are a central pillar of Australia’s investment in 
people-to-people links with its partner nations—enhancing mutual 
understanding, cooperation, growth and stability in our region.

Australia Awards equip recipients with the skills, knowledge 
and networks to drive change and contribute to the economic 
and social development of their own countries and regions. 

Key objectives for Australia Awards are the empowerment 
of women and the inclusion of people with disability and 
individuals from traditionally marginalised groups.

In South and West Asia in 2018, Australia Awards opportunities 
were open to eligible nationals of Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. 

Through a range of modalities—including Australia Awards 
Scholarships, targeted Australia Awards Short Courses, and 
professional development and support for alumni—Australia 
Awards in South and West Asia aims to:

• develop capacity and leadership skills to enable individuals
to contribute to development in their home country

• build people-to-people linkages at the individual,
institutional and country levels

• support Australia’s public and economic diplomacy agenda.

Recipients of Australia Awards become part of the Australia 
Global Alumni network, connecting them to Australia and to 
each other—building a global network of leaders and advocates 
and establishing a network of ambassadors for Australia and its 
first-class education system.

Graphic:  Participating countries in 2018
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Australia Awards – South and West Asia is managed by 
Scope Global on behalf of the Australian Government.

Images in this publication are of Australia Awards 
recipients, scholars and alumni participating in Australia 
Awards activities in 2018.

To learn more about Australia Awards – South and West 
Asia, visit: www.australiaawardssouthwestasia.org

http://australiaawardssouthwestasia.org



