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ForeworD
In thinking about how fair or equitable our society 
is, many of us talk less about disadvantage and 
poverty now, and more about social exclusion 
and inclusion. While that change in thinking was 
also embraced by the last government, with then 
Deputy Prime Minister Gillard being Minister for 
Social Inclusion, it faded a little in the past year.

If our society—a diverse array of overlapping 
communities—truly values every person in it, then 
disadvantage within society needs to be addressed 
and everybody included. Social exclusion, the 
combination of background and circumstance 
that prevent people from participating actively in 
society, is the inequity—the hard edge that many  
can’t see.

In the first essay of this report, Michael Horn teases 
out very important work on measuring social 
exclusion across Australia. It helps explain who is 
most likely to be excluded, how complicated that is 
for them, and why there are no simple answers.

Part of the challenge is that people are individuals. 
No across-the-board initiative can offer a path into 
connection and purpose, or hope, for people on 
the edge of our society. 

As the essays in this report make clear, everyone 
has their own journey and often the best that we 
can do is to stick by each other.

Of course, we are not only individuals. There 
is a strength and meaning that comes with 
being connected, belonging to families and to 
communities. These essays point to the role that 
communities can play, when treated with respect, 
in providing mutual support and developing the 
capacity of their members.



The other side of that notion is that communities in themselves can 
exclude people; they are not inherently fair or equitable. Furthermore, 
when overwhelmed by external events, communities can fracture. 
People may stick by each other under stress, in the short term. But 
when overrun by development or changing circumstances, there may 
no longer be a place for everyone.

And society is a grander concept than communities. The delivery 
of health, housing, schools and aged care, the protection of our 
environment and the development of our industries, are not something 
that communities of different size and ‘fighting weight’ can or should 
be asked to do. An inclusive society needs those wider resources of 
government to be harnessed responsibly and play their part.

If people live with stress and ill health, if housing is unaffordable 
and insecure, if the workplace is not prepared to take on willing 
workers, then understanding the complexity of social exclusion will 
not overcome it. Neither will encouraging people to better connect 
with each other and look to their inner strength; which can be just an 
exercise in spreading blame.  

These essays reflect experiences of Anglicare agencies across Australia, 
over many years. They offer an historical perspective and future insight 
into the destructive pressure of today’s multi-speed society.

This year’s report concludes with discussion questions prepared by 
Canon Doug Edmonds for church and community groups. They bring 
some of these issues back to an everyday level. Their inclusion also 
reflects that the concerns of Staying Power are concerns for each of us: 
everyone has a role to play in questioning, in owning the dilemmas 
and being part of the solutions.

It’s a kind of a balancing act. We need to harness thoughtful programs 
that make sense to individuals and communities. We need to look for 
ways to strengthen our connections with each other and use them to 
forge a society that resists inequities. Sometimes this requires us to 
call the attention of others to what is happening or what is lacking 
around us. We need to find hope in the personal journeys without 

losing sight of the national picture on 
health and wellbeing. We need to do our 
bit to influence it. Sometimes that means 
resisting the siren call to keep moving 
on to the next exciting project. We need 
staying power because this kind of change 
takes time.  

Dr Chris Jones 
Chair 
Anglicare Australia Council



Each year Anglicare draws on contributors from 
within its network to publish essays on the 
state of the family in Australia. Staying Power, 
the eleventh volume, continues our practice of 
providing diverse and well-informed angles on 
what is happening to vulnerable people and 
families in our community. 

We began by considering the inevitably complex 
nature of any helpful response to social exclusion. 
Communities and capacity building seemed one 
way to do it. But we found things are even more 
complicated than that. 

Michael Horn’s essay shines light on who 
experiences social exclusion and how. He 
highlights some of the initiatives that might cut to 
the heart of it. 

Di O’Neil follows a more than 15-year journey 
with a suburban regional community, that ‘brings 
people in’ by taking its time: through patience, 
curiosity and listening. 

Real doubts about the notion of community 
engagement and the capacity of communities to 
survive the resource boom tidal wave, surface in 
Philip Shade’s essay. At its core is the question 
of home and what it has come to mean for those 
swamped by change.

Ian Fisher then goes on to show the significance 
of individual journeys in the central Australian 
context of deep and entrenched exclusion and 
inequity.

Jo Flanagan concludes by asking us some big 
questions about the real roles—intended or 
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imposed—for communities in promoting wellbeing and inclusion.

This report finishes with points of discussion prepared by Doug 
Edmonds that put some of the challenges into an everyday setting. We 
trust you can use them to stimulate your own thinking, or in parish or 
community discussions.

The artworks in Staying Power reflect some of the issues and settings 
of the essays, but they don’t illustrate them. We hope the sometimes 
unexpected dimensions of the art, its capacity to speak without words, 
linger with you. The artists have been very generous in making their 
works available for this publication, as has art consultant Helen 
Maxwell who has worked with me to find them.

I’d like to acknowledge and thank the team of people who helped 
bring the publication together: Clare McHugh and Penny O’Hara for 
their exemplary editorial work as well as the guidance of Anglicare 
Australia’s reference group—Chris Jones and Peter Sandeman from 
Council, and Jennifer Duffecy, Lynne Graham and Andrew Yule.

Roland Manderson 
Deputy Director 
Anglicare Australia
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MiChaeL horn is Senior manager, 
Research and policy at the brotherhood 
of St laurence, with responsibility for 
the School-to-work and working years 
transitions. he is also an honorary 
Research fellow at the university of 
melbourne in the School of Social and 
political Studies.

michael has over 20 years’ experience 
as a social researcher, policy analyst 
and project manager primarily in the 
not-for-profit sector. he has conducted 
a wide range of research, evaluation 
and developmental projects addressing 
social exclusion and disadvantage.

his current research interests include 
employment assistance and welfare-
to-work strategies; integrated models 
of assistance to address multiple 
disadvantage; inclusive education 
policies; social exclusion and 
homelessness. 



Setting the SCene

After 21 years as a community-based 
social researcher in Melbourne, I have led 
or undertaken over 50 research studies or 
evaluation projects. I have listened to the 
stories of over 450 people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds—generally clients of programs or 
services. While all those I have sat down with 
have told differing stories and explained their 
myriad journeys, common themes emerge. The 
most important of these is that the experience 
of poverty cannot be tied to a single episode. 
For most of those I have listened to—families 
struggling to make ends meet, single adults 
with psychiatric illness, young people 
experiencing homelessness—their journeys 
had been marked by a combination of adverse 
life events that eroded their financial resources, 
their self esteem and exhausted their support 
networks over time. 

MeaSUring 
SoCiaL  
exCLUSion  
—evidence foR  
a new Social  
policy agenda

Social Exclusion is not a new idea however an 
important collaborative project gives new insights 
into its complex causes and suggests how we might 
address it. In this essay MICHAEL HORN takes us 
through evidence from the Social Exclusion Monitor 
created by the Brotherhood of St Laurence and the 
Melbourne Institute. He describes the context from 
which that work has evolved and how it offers a better 
understanding of poverty and social exclusion.

www.bsl.org.au/Social-exclusion-monitor
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The second critical point consistently made by research participants in 
interviews is that, despite their current abject circumstances, they have 
similar aspirations and goals as you or I: that is, they want a secure 
home, a job, a family, maybe a pet and an occasional holiday. 

A few years ago when I was working at Hanover Welfare Services, 
a particular project led me to examine the old archives of the then 
management committee back in the late 1960s and early 1970s. This 
was a somewhat depressing experience as I read the minutes of their 
meetings. For it seemed on reflection that little had changed since 
that time. The same challenges were faced back then—how to get 
governments to listen to the plight of the poor and disadvantaged, how 
to secure funds to deliver services for the homeless or destitute, how 
to deal with the growing numbers of single adults surviving in poor 
quality rooming houses in inner city suburbs.

The faces may have changed and at first glance the presenting needs 
may have changed. Yet beneath this, the social policy challenges 
remain pretty much the same. We are now in the second decade of 
the new century, but we are still confronted by poverty in its various 
guises. At an aggregate level, many of the standard indicators of 
health and wellbeing have improved. Social and pharmacological 
developments have led to deinstitutionalisation of those with chronic 
mental ill health. The scourge of chronic alcoholism has been 
ameliorated in some, but not all, communities. And there is greater 
awareness than ever before of the adverse impact of family violence 
on women (predominantly) and their children. 

But has very much changed really? We have not reduced the 
prevalence of homelessness or its causal factors. Alcohol has been 
replaced by other more lethal drugs of dependence—heroin in the 
1990s, followed by a cocktail of assorted substances that are far more 
potent and risky for the user than ever before (as well as for health and 
welfare professionals providing assistance). The level of family conflict 
and child abuse has not declined in our society. And we have replaced 
the large mental health institutions with smaller mini-institutions in the 
community in the public housing estates, private boarding houses or 
caravan parks.

Maybe we need a fresh approach to the intractable social challenges 
we collectively face? A new way of understanding poverty and 
exclusion leading to creative strategies for building bridges to social 
and economic participation.

the roLe oF the not-For-ProFit SeCtor

Where will this innovation come from? A feature of recent social 
policy development has been the implementation of programs and 
policies without robust evidence on their value or impact on the 
community. Several examples spring to mind—refugee and asylum 2
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seeker policies, income management and tax reform relating to 
housing affordability (such as negative gearing and capital gains tax).

The governance and delivery of public services has been radically 
altered with the spread of new public management, leading to 
outsourcing of core health and welfare services by governments to 
for profit and/or not-for-profit agencies. The quest for efficiency and 
value for money has increased the level of contracting out through 
competitive tendering processes. The delivery of employment 
assistance may be cited as a good example of the impact of this trend.

Australia has led the way internationally in outsourcing employment 
assistance with the introduction of the Job Network in the mid 1990s. 
The Job Network was replaced by Job Services Australia (JSA) in 2009. 
The core elements of the earlier model have been retained. A mixture 
of predominantly large commercial providers and not-for-profit 
organisations hold the contracts to deliver employment assistance in 
designated local areas, with assessment and referral of job seekers 
made by Centrelink. Providers are paid for a mix of service and 
brokerage fees, placement fees and outcome payments for getting job 
seekers into a job. 

Contracts are micromanaged through the responsible government 
department (the Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations) with a plethora of guidelines, conditions and 
accountability requirements (see for example Brotherhood of St 
Laurence (BSL) 2011a; Ashkanasy 2010). There are over 140 outcome 
payments alone. Underpinning the contract model are sophisticated 
monitoring processes that include star ratings used to drive provider 
performance and reallocate business when necessary. The Gillard 
government has endorsed the current JSA model through its budget 
commitment to extend contracts for a further three years from 2012  
to June 2015. 

This commitment flies in the face of nearly universal calls for more 
substantial reform by many stakeholder groups with an interest in 
labour market policy. Submissions to the federal government’s review 
of employment services and more recently the public hearings into 
the Jobseeker Compliance legislation show the disparity between 
government policy settings and ‘on the ground’ expertise (see for 
example, Australian Council of Social Services (ACOSS) 2011; BSL 
2011a; Jobs Australia (JA) 2011a, 2011b; National Employment 
Services Association (NESA) 2011; Commonwealth of Australia 2011a, 
2011b). The driving force for government is to shift income support 
recipients off benefits at minimum unit cost. Sustainability of outcomes 
and quality of service for both job seekers and employers are of 
secondary importance. Despite the evidence in support of further 
reform to more effectively match disadvantaged job seekers to entry-
level jobs, the government has determined not to act at this time.  3



S
ta

te
 o

f th
e
 f

a
m

ily
 R

e
p

o
rt —

S
ta

y
in

g
 p

o
w

e
r

This case study serves to exemplify the current social policy reform 
process. The increasing dominance of short-term decisions based on 
political factors and pressures runs counter to evidence-informed 
policy. The power of ministerial advisers has risen over the past two 
decades. At the same time, the implementation of outsourcing of 
service delivery, especially through competitive tendering, has created 
the conditions that limit substantive change to contracts or related 
policy settings. This is not to say that outsourcing is inherently bad 
or of dubious net benefit. Rather the design of contracts, resource 
constraints and management practices have led to micromanagement 
within silo-centric portfolios to minimise risk for both bureaucrats and 
their masters.   

Historically, not-for-profit organisations—more often called charities 
in the past—have been the ‘ambulance at the bottom of the cliff’ in 
local communities. Invariably they have been the first to respond to 
an emerging social or welfare need—from starting up schools in new 
communities, to assisting women escaping family violence, or housing 
the homeless and destitute. 

Community-based learning support programs (LSPs) are one of many 
examples of such innovation within local communities. LSPs offer 
out-of-school homework assistance to improve educational outcomes 
for students. These have grown in number and coverage in Melbourne 
over the past two decades, responding to the unmet needs of 
particular communities, for example, new migrant families, those who 
have experienced homelessness or whose parents have disabilities 
or cognitive impairments. A 2007 survey of LSPs estimated that up 
to 4000 children in such circumstances were accessing learning 
support outside of the formal education system in Melbourne (Horn 
and Fewster 2007). The great majority of these programs are delivered 
and resourced by not-for-profit organisations, ranging from small, 
largely volunteer-run associations to larger agencies, such as Anglicare 
Victoria and the Brotherhood of St Laurence (BSL). Despite solid 
evidence of their impact and the ongoing policy failure to address  
the long tail of educational disadvantage, the State Government of 
Victoria is still to fund LSPs as a flexible learning option to ensure  
their sustainability.

I would argue that this innovating function and the proverbial 
‘canary in the mine’ warning role played by not-for-profits are being 
constrained through recent approaches to public sector management. 
This arms length model of delivery seeks to be more efficient than 
direct government provision by driving down unit costs. It also serves 
to distance government from direct responsibility and connection 
with service users. The advent of ‘supply streams’ further limits 
transparency. Tightly managed contracts in a competitive environment 
limit full public performance assessment, independent evaluation 

4
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or access to service delivery data—restricting collaboration and 
innovation. Of greater concern is the diversion of critical resources 
away from direct delivery of assistance to contract and risk 
management. The experience from the contracting out of employment 
assistance through the former Job Network and Job Services Australia 
is a good example of this direction, evident from the submissions 
to the recent review of the JSA model (for example BSL 2011a; 
ACOSS 2011).

Poverty 

What do the role of not-for-profits and this new managerialism have 
to do with poverty and social exclusion? Despite the rather depressing 
flavour of my introductory remarks, there have been positive change 
and development in the field, especially in our deeper understanding 
of the pathways leading in and out of poverty and social exclusion. 
This has still to translate into better considered social policies—both 
from a preventative and tertiary perspective. Yet we have made 
progress, especially in our collective understanding about the 
complexity of barriers and challenges faced by Australians living in 
poverty on a daily basis. 

Poverty has traditionally been measured in absolute terms—the lack 
of income or material resources to meet basic needs such as food and 
shelter. In developed countries, where absolute deprivation is less of a 
concern, relative measures of poverty have been developed. A poverty 
level or threshold is related to an average standard of living for the 
community, for example, a household is experiencing poverty if they 
have less than 50 or 60% of the median income of all households.  
The level of poverty is a politically sensitive issue for both rich and 
poor countries (including Australia), leading to diverse opinions  
about its measurement based on theoretical, methodological and 
ideological grounds. 

The pivotal work of Ronald Henderson and his colleagues in the 
1970s drew attention to the stubborn existence of poverty—despite a 
period of economic growth, technological advance and the primacy 
of the ‘welfare state’ following the Second World War (Commission of 
Inquiry into Poverty 1975; Smyth 2010). His work culminated in the 
publication and acceptance of a ‘poverty line’ as an income-based 
measure of poverty to match Australian values and traditions linked to 
work and family at that time. The poverty line was set at the disposable 
income required to support the basic needs of a ‘standard’ family at 
the time (two adults and two dependent children).

An updated Henderson poverty line is still published quarterly by the 
Melbourne Institute together with additional data on income support 
payments for selected household types. The latest estimates calculate 
the poverty line at a weekly income of $835.30, including housing 

5
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costs, for a family of two adults (one working) and two children 
(Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research 
(MIAESR) 2011).

There has been widespread acknowledgement of the limitations of 
estimates of the level of poverty derived from income-based measures. 
The lack of a robust income-based poverty indicator in Australia 
opened the door for conservative criticism of the existence and extent 
of poverty, thereby weakening community support for much needed 
social policy reform and investment in the first years of this century 
(Saunders 2011). 

Yet, a relative measure based on income is still widely accepted to 
monitor progress in reducing poverty levels internationally. Figure 1 
below shows Australia’s relatively poor international ranking using the 
income-based measure compiled by the Luxembourg Income Study: 
we are ranked fifth worst compared to the 21 countries listed. 

Researchers have estimated that the level of poverty here increased 
in the decade from the mid 1990s: using the 60% median level, in 
2006 19.4% of Australians or 3.8 million people were living in poverty 
(Saunders et al 2008).  

FigUre 1:  International comparison of poverty rates using  
income-based measure

Note: the data shown represent the latest reported on the LIS website for each country in 
the period 2001 to 2006, that is, before the global financial crisis.
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Angela Bailey-Photographer and Project Artist
Big Photo Party, Elgin Street, Carlton Public Housing Estate, 2008 
As part of the City of Melbourne ‘Flats’ Arts
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Families, of course, directly experience the consequences of not 
having enough resources to meet their immediate needs. But money 
is not the sole issue—the experience of poverty is as much about 
non-financial issues. Service providers on the ground understand the 
barriers and needs of families who experience poverty in its diverse 
forms on a daily basis.  

Despite this experience, which provides a strong moral driving 
force for the work of not-for-profit organisations, there remains 
a fundamental inability to build a community consensus for an 
acceptable measure of poverty. The ongoing challenge has been to 
define and measure poverty from a strong theoretical position and 
from the lived experience of the poor to monitor trends and inform 
social policy development. 

SoCiaL exCLUSion

One of the more powerful concepts to have emerged from Europe 
that has informed our understandings of the lived experience of 
poverty and its persistence over time has been social exclusion. Social 
exclusion and its corollary social inclusion, are terms just as nebulous 
as poverty and deprivation and pose similar challenges in definition 
and measurement. However, the key point of difference is that social 
exclusion goes beyond a narrow framing of disadvantage in terms of 
single measures of income, wealth or assets.

To practitioners on the ground, the concept of social exclusion makes 
intuitive sense. For example, the provision of emergency relief hand-
outs (often cobbled together from various sources) to a family may 
help them over an immediate crisis—paying rent arrears, fixing a 
washing machine, managing the weekly food bill—but invariably 
does not address the causal factors leading to their current crisis. 
Many families return periodically to the array of welfare services for 
material aid or financial assistance. Increasingly service providers and 
governments are recognising the importance of case management 
to engage with families to identify the underlying factors, to put in 
place strategies to ameliorate them and to build financial resilience. 
Increasing income support payments to struggling households would 
not address these factors. 

As Paul Smyth has observed, we have entered a new social policy 
paradigm stimulated by broader thinking about disadvantage and 
capabilities: 

  We are now more aware than ever that while income support is 
an important buffer against poverty it cannot provide a passport 
back into the mainstream. Here the wider society has to ensure 
that disadvantaged members have access to high quality 
education, housing, health, employment and other services 
(Smyth 2010 p. 7). 7
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Over the past two decades, understandings about poverty have shifted 
to include consideration of the essentials for meeting basic human 
needs beyond income. The basic needs approach includes access to 
education, health services, clean water and sanitation as well as food 
and shelter. Leading thinkers, such as Peter Townsend, developed 
the concept of relative deprivation, whereby those in poverty were 
considered to lack the basics for survival but also the capacity to 
participate in a culturally accepted standard of living (see for example, 
Townsend 1987; Saunders et al 1998). More recently, poverty has 
been considered in even broader terms to include non-material 
aspects such as denial of rights, lack of voice, stigma and disrespect.

Social theorists have increasingly focused on these multidimensional 
aspects of disadvantage to explain the stubborn levels of poverty and 
inequality, notably in France and the UK since the 1980s. The original 
concept of social exclusion developed in France to draw attention 
to those groups left out of social or economic participation included 
initially those with disabilities, sole parents and the unemployed 
unprotected by insurance, and later, disengaged youth.

The work of Tanya Burchardt and Julian Le Grand in London focused 
on the multi-layered experience of disadvantage that took into 
account the erosion of capital or resources available to individuals: 
social supports, skills, education, health as well as financial resources 
(Burchardt et al 1999).  

SoCiaL inCLUSion

Drawing on the pivotal work on individual capabilities by the 
development economist, Amartya Sen in the late 1990s, researchers 
and policy analysts have brought together the streams of thinking on 
multidimensional disadvantage and capabilities over the past decade 
into the current conceptual framework that is today called social 
inclusion (Levitas et al 2007). 

Sen argued for a capabilities approach to social policy reform to 
enable take up of opportunities for social and economic participation. 
Wealth and income measures were considered inadequate to measure 
community wellbeing. A more holistic approach to include the 
range of capabilities possessed by individuals and households was 
considered essential (Sen 1999).

The Australian Labor Government accepted this refined approach to 
understanding poverty and disadvantage on being elected in 2007. 
Drawing on earlier State Government initiatives, it made a significant 
commitment to a social inclusion agenda with a national focus, led 
by a Social Inclusion Unit within the Department of Prime Minister 
and Cabinet and a Social Inclusion Board. At the outset, two guiding 
principles were articulated, ‘It must tackle the social exclusion of 

8
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individuals and communities; and it must invest in the human capital 
of all our people, especially the most disadvantaged’ (Gillard 2007). 

There are two key dimensions to social inclusion: capacities and 
resources. To be included, individuals or households need to have 
both the resources and the capacity to participate as they choose to 
pursue their aspirations and wellbeing. The Australian Social Inclusion 
Board has expressed this as follows: ‘Being socially included means 
that people have the resources, opportunities and capabilities they 
need to learn, work, engage and have a voice’ (Australian Social 
Inclusion Board 2010 p.15).

Policies must include the building of human capital through education 
and training, participation in paid or unpaid work, recognition of 
caring roles as well as strengthening social and civic participation.

In order to maximise participation, individuals rely on a mix of three 
types of resources:

 •  individual resources (such as health, income, assets, human 
capital)

 •  family/household resources (such as housing, parental support, 
access to internet)

 •  community and institutional resources (such as access to 
transport, services, personal safety, autonomy, ability to vote).

This approach does not focus solely on an individual’s capabilities 
or resources. It also acknowledges the external and systemic factors 
that impact on participation. One of the strengths of this framework is 
that it points to the broad range of barriers that particular households, 
groups, or communities may face in seeking to build a better life for 
themselves. This deeper understanding can and should inform social 
and welfare policy reforms that better integrate services to enable 
both social and economic participation. A case study from a research 
project looking into family homelessness exemplifies this approach.

   Jackie, a separated mother, and her children had sought 
housing assistance at an inner city homeless service. The family 
had come from a regional Victorian city. Having provided 
accommodation, the support worker gradually explored the 
circumstances leading to their homelessness, with the children 
missing school for an extended period. Jackie had split up 
from her husband. The family had lost their rental home many 
months earlier as they had exhausted their assets and could 
not maintain rental payments. The husband had a history of 
heroin use but had overcome this. However, he had chronic 
dental problems caused by drug use, including rotting teeth and 
infection. He had been on a public dental waiting list for some 
time with the prospect of a three-year wait for treatment. He 
had a work history and was a qualified forklift driver with good 9
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job prospects. However, he was unable to present for a job 
interview or keep a job because of his dental issues. Centrelink 
referred him to a local employment assistance service (under 
the Job Network program). Unfortunately they told him he 
would have to wait until his teeth were fixed up and they could 
not help him. During this period, he became increasingly 
frustrated, which put pressure on his family eventually leading 
to their downward spiral over the next year.

  Through the homeless service, funds were found to fast-track 
his dental treatment, which led to him obtaining paid work. 
Subsequent reconciliation with his family led to a successful 
move into private rental.  

While Jackie’s story typifies the pathway into social exclusion, it 
epitomises the inadequacy of silo-centric services and programs. It 
shows how the lack of responsive services in one portfolio (health) and 
inflexibility of another (employment assistance) contribute to social 
exclusion. The added costs for the family and for the community of 
poorly integrated and inflexible services are self-evident.

the vaLUe oF SoCiaL inCLUSion aS a PoLiCy 
FraMeworK

The social inclusion framework focuses greater attention on social 
policy reform that takes into account the multidimensional pathways 
to poverty and exclusion, with a stronger emphasis on early 
intervention, joined-up service delivery, place-based interventions  
and greater flexibility within programs and across portfolios. While 
debate will continue (as it has with poverty) on definition and 
measurement of social exclusion, there is substantial benefit from this 
multidimensional approach. 

First it reflects a cumulative effect on individual wellbeing from 
the combination of a lack of resources and opportunity to fully 
participate in social and economic activities. Second, social inclusion 
acknowledges the contribution of external factors that act as obstacles 
to participation. Third, these external factors have a locational 
dimension, exemplified in remote indigenous communities and in 
inner city public housing estates. 

As well as more closely reflecting lived experiences within 
communities, the social inclusion framework points the way to more 
effective policies to address the persistence of deprivation and poverty 
over time. Hence its broad acceptance in Europe as a driving narrative 
for social policy reform.

Interpretations of inclusion and exclusion have shifted over time in 
Europe. In the UK the Blair government focused on identifying those 
groups or places that experienced deep exclusion, such as those 
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sleeping rough. Concern was expressed that this placed too much 
emphasis on individual behaviours leading to policies that imposed 
stronger obligations on individuals to correct their ‘poor’ behaviour  
as a moral underclass. There was a shift away from a narrow  
targeting of excluded groups to a social integration policy setting that  
sought to reform mainstream public services to maximise inclusion  
of all citizens.    

The language of ‘inclusion’ gives greater emphasis to the structural and 
systemic barriers to participation. This requires governments to ensure 
the accessibility of fundamental services such as education, training, 
health and transport to enable all citizens to gain the capabilities 
needed to maximise their social and economic participation. In its 
political application, inclusion represents opportunity and belonging 
in the community.  

In contrast, social exclusion focuses more on the relational—how 
specific factors reinforce each other to have a more powerful 
cumulative effect on participation and outcomes for individuals, 
households and communities. In this respect, it serves to provide  
a sharper focus, through its measurement, on practical policies  
to address the barriers to inclusion at both an individual and  
structural level. 

why MeaSUre: the SoCiaL exCLUSion Monitor 

Accepting the social inclusion narrative, the Australian Government 
on being elected in 2007 made a significant commitment to 
implementing a national social inclusion agenda. It became evident 
that there was no multidimensional indicator of social exclusion 
in Australia. Rather, reliance in early mapping work was placed 
on various point-in-time indicators of particular factors known 
to be associated with the experience of exclusion, for example 
unemployment and disability (Australian Social Inclusion Board (SIB) 
2010). In most cases, these indicators are collected by a range of 
organisations at different times using diverse sampling frames and 
unrelated methodologies.

Despite the contested terrain of definition and measurement for 
assessing how well communities are progressing, it remains critically 
important to strengthen community understanding about disadvantage 
and to monitor the impact of government policy settings. Measurement 
of income-based poverty is still important and will continue to have 
relevance. However, the deeper understandings of the experience of 
poverty require well-considered, multidimensional measures of  
social exclusion. 

For this reason the Brotherhood of St Laurence collaborated with 
the Melbourne Institute to develop a new approach to measuring 
exclusion in Australia. After consultation with a range of policy experts 11
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in 2009, a methodology was selected drawing on the capabilities 
framework articulated by Amartya Sen. Using this approach, we 
constructed a measure of exclusion incorporating seven life domains: 
material resources; employment; education and skills; health and 
disability; social connection; community and personal safety (Scutella 
et al 2009a).

For each domain, key components of disadvantage or exclusion 
were selected to form a basket of 25 components (Table 1). For each 
component, specific measurable indicators were produced to develop 
an aggregate measure of social exclusion.  

tabLe 1:  Brotherhood of St Laurence-Melbourne Institute Social 
Exclusion Monitor Framework

Domain Components

Material resources Household income 
Household net worth
Household consumption expenditure
Homelessness 
Financial hardship

Employment Paid work
Unpaid work

Education & skills Basic skills (literacy & numeracy)
Educational attainment
Lifelong learning

Health & disability Physical health
Mental health
Disability or long-term health condition

Social connection Institutionalisation/separation from family 
Social support
Participation in common social activities
Internet access

Community Access to transport 
Access to health, utilities and financial services
Neighbourhood quality
Voter enrolment 
Civic participation and voluntary 
  activity/membership

Personal safety Victim of crime
Subjective safety
Victim of discrimination

There is no right or wrong basket of indicators to measure social 
exclusion. However, it was critical that the basket covered the two 
key dimensions of participation and resources. The next challenge 12
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was to decide on the source of data to populate the selected basket of 
indicators. We wanted to develop a single measure of social exclusion 
as a key aim has been to gain an understanding of the depth and 
persistence of exclusion experienced by individuals or households 
over time.

The best data for this purpose are longitudinal panel surveys 
conducted at regular intervals with the same sample of individuals. 
This means we can examine the various dimensions of exclusion 
—its prevalence, depth and persistence—experienced by different 
population groups. The national Household, Income and Labour 
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey was therefore selected as our 
data source for the above reasons. HILDA is a representative panel 
study of Australian households that commenced in 2001. It aims to 
interview the same 13 000 individuals (aged at least 15 years) every 
year to collect information on a wide range of social and economic 
aspects of life (Watson and Wooden 2002).   

The final selection of indicators omitted several components from 
the analysis because they are not collected by the HILDA survey: 
homelessness; institutionalisation; internet access; lifelong learning; 
voter enrolment and victim of discrimination. The sampling frame for 
HILDA requires a private housing address thus excluding those living 
in institutional settings, those experiencing homelessness or those in 
remote areas. Despite these limitations, HILDA is the best available 
data source for this purpose.  

A methodology was developed and tested for calculating the aggregate 
prevalence of exclusion and for identifying the depth of exclusion 
(three levels). A final set of 29 indicators was chosen for analysis 
(see Scutella et al 2009a for a full explanation of the method). The 
classification into marginal, deep and very deep exclusion is based on 
a summation method that gives equal weight to the indicators within 
each domain. Using a weighting method, a composite score was 
calculated as follows:

 • people scoring 1–2 are experiencing marginal exclusion
 • people scoring 2 or above are experiencing deep exclusion, and 
 • people scoring 3 or above are experiencing very deep exclusion.

When drawn together, this project became the Social Exclusion 
Monitor (www.bsl.org.au), which we can use to estimate the 
prevalence, the depth and the persistence of social exclusion. It also 
tells us who is most likely to be excluded.  

eStiMateS oF SoCiaL exCLUSion in aUStraLia

Figure 2 shows the percentage of the population (aged 15 years or 
over) experiencing each of the 29 indicators of social exclusion 
averaged over the period 2001 to 2008 (BSL 2011b). 

13
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The most prevalent indicators, experienced by at least 20% of  
people, are:

 • low wealth 
 • low education
 • disability or long-term health condition 
 • low voluntary activity
 • low income.

This finding is hardly surprising as material resources, basic education, 
good health and community participation are essential to social and 
economic inclusion. The variance in prevalence of these indicators for 
individuals gives a perspective on possible social policy priorities if we 
are to combat exclusion.

FigUre 2:  Percentage of people aged 15 years and over experiencing 
each social exclusion indicator, average 2001–08
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It should be noted that not all indicators are collected by HILDA every 
year, so we have reported literacy and numeracy data for 2005, and 
low wealth is the average of years 2002 and 2006.

DePth oF SoCiaL exCLUSion

How many Australians experience social exclusion? In 2008, one 
quarter of the population experienced some level of exclusion. Deep 
exclusion was experienced by 5% of the population—just over 1 
million people. Less than 1% or approximately 200 000 Australians 
were experiencing very deep exclusion.

Figure 3 shows the trend in social exclusion over the decade in 
comparison with the relative income-based measure of poverty (60% 
of median income). In 2001, the rate of income poverty was 21.6%. 
There has been little change in the rate of income poverty, which was 
20.7% in 2008 over the decade. In contrast, the prevalence of social 
exclusion has decreased over this period.  

FigUre 3:  Trends in social exclusion and income poverty in Australia, 
2001 to 2008
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groUPS in the CoMMUnity?
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Not surprisingly, 40% of Indigenous persons experience social 
exclusion with 13% experiencing deep exclusion. These levels should 
be treated with caution as the HILDA Survey excludes a significant 
proportion of people who live in remote and isolated locations, 
including Indigenous Australians (see Scutella et al (2009) and Watson 
and Wooden (2002) for further explanation of these limitations). 

The rate of social exclusion is higher for immigrants than native-born 
Australians, with deep exclusion significantly more prevalent among 
those immigrants from non-English speaking countries. 

Nearly 40% of single persons and lone parent households experience 
social exclusion—much higher rates compared to couple households. 
Those living in public housing experience social exclusion over 
double the level of those in other housing tenures. This should not be 
surprising as Australia has very highly targeted public housing due 
to long waiting lists and low stock levels requiring priority allocation 
systems based on needs.

Over half of the population with a disability or long-term health 
condition experience social exclusion—amongst the highest rates of 
both marginal and deep exclusion in Australia. While other population 
groups have experienced improving levels of inclusion over the 
decade, the situation for this group has only improved marginally  
in comparison.

The analysis reiterates the importance of education and training as 
a pathway out of social exclusion. Early school leavers (Year 11 or 
less) experience far higher levels of exclusion: 46% in this category 
experienced exclusion in 2008, with one in ten experiencing deep 
exclusion. Early school leavers face social exclusion at three times the 
rate of those who have completed Year 12. 

how PerSiStent iS SoCiaL exCLUSion?

It is important for social policy development to gain a stronger 
understanding about whether social exclusion is a temporary or 
persistent situation. As a low taxing nation with targeted welfare 
services, deeper understandings of the cumulative effects of the range 
of obstacles to social and economic participation are vital to guide 
spending priorities. The Social Exclusion Monitor offers a unique 
examination of the extent to which social exclusion persists over time. 

Figure 4 shows the proportion of the population excluded over the 
eight-year period. This covers a period of sustained economic growth 
culminating in record low levels of aggregate unemployment before 
the onset of the global financial crisis.

Nearly half (46%) did not experience exclusion in this period, while 
54% experienced some level of exclusion in one or more years. The 
data shows that for many people their experience of social exclusion 16
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is temporary. However, social exclusion is highly persistent for a 
significant proportion of the population: 22% of all people (15 years 
plus) were excluded for at least half the eight-year period, and 2.4% 
experienced exclusion for all eight years.

Figure 4 also shows the proportion of the population who were deeply 
excluded over this period. Just under 18% were deeply excluded for 
one or more years. Only 3.4% were deeply excluded for four or more 
years and 0.2% (approximately 42000 people) for all eight years. 

FigUre 4:   Persistence of social exclusion for Australians,  
2001 to 2008 
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also include a third dimension—quality of life, which may include 
wellbeing, safety and life satisfaction (see for example the Bristol 
Social Exclusion Matrix (Levitas et al 2007) and Scutella et al (2009a) 
for an overview).

The Australian Social Inclusion Board has endorsed a reporting 
framework that includes both the dimensions of resources and 
participation (SIB 2010). However, its reporting framework highlights 
several limitations partly due to the inadequate collection of the right 
data. This means that the basket of indicators lack coherence and 
rely on static ‘point-in-time‘ data collected from a range of different 
sources. The Social Exclusion Monitor project has sought to address 
this gap by establishing a multidimensional measure using a single 
source that is representative of all Australians.

We have found that about one quarter of the population experience 
social exclusion at some level. For most people this experience is of 
short duration and not persistent—in many respects, this finding is 
consistent with the story from the poverty data.

However, there is a significant level of deep exclusion. Individuals 
and households experience multiple barriers to social and economic 
participation. Five per cent of Australians experience deep social 
exclusion. This finding reinforces the importance of targeting policies 
to address the highest rates of exclusion.

Equally important, it supports the argument for better integrated 
models of support aimed at excluded populations and communities. 
Jackie’s story is an example of ineffective help from an employment 
assistance provider. Its narrow silo-centric service delivery model 
could not take a holistic approach to resolve a health issue as the 
barrier to obtaining work. The spiral into deep social exclusion and 
the personal suffering experienced by all the family could have been 
avoided—not to mention the waste of public monies spent in the 
meantime on housing assistance and family support.

If we are going to prevent the experience of social exclusion, more 
effective strategies to identify the key risk factors should be in place at 
entry points across the range of universal services, including health, 
family, justice, education and housing. Universal social services must 
remain the bedrock for building the capabilities of all Australians to 
participate fully in society.  

The multidimensional nature of exclusion requires policy reform 
within individual portfolios that integrates assistance taking a more 
holistic perspective. Education is a useful example. The Social 
Exclusion Matrix shows how important attainment of Year 12 is to 
social inclusion. The Commonwealth Government has accepted 
the importance of education and skills in improving economic 
participation. However, I would argue that the ‘education revolution’ 18
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has not yet absorbed the key messages from social inclusion. The focus 
of investment has been placed on improving the quality of teaching 
within schools and on the facilities themselves. This ignores the 
familial and external factors beyond the school gate that, as not-for-
profit providers know too well, limit full attendance and participation 
in learning of students from disadvantaged backgrounds.

The not-for-profit sector has plugged the gap in education provision 
in local communities through learning support programs, emergency 
relief for educational purposes and alternative learning approaches 
for those students let down by the mainstream system. Adopting 
social inclusion principles in education policy would see significant 
reforms to integrate timely access to non-vocational support services, 
to include assessment of social exclusion risk factors as part of 
individual learning plans, to eliminate financial hardship as a barrier 
to full participation and to ensure the provision of flexible learning as 
a normalised component of education delivery. In the case of families 
identified as having multiple barriers (that is, those experiencing deep 
or persistent exclusion) ongoing support through the children’s formal 
education is essential to minimise the risk of dropping out in later 
years. The current education funding review offers an opportunity 
for the Gillard government to show its social inclusion credentials. It 
could adequately resource public schools to address the stubbornly 
long tail of education exclusion. 

A final example may serve to show how social inclusion principles 
might drive policy reform. The Social Exclusion Monitor findings 
show the extent of social exclusion experienced by tenants in public 
housing in Australia. Two thirds of public housing tenants experienced 
social exclusion in 2008 with one in seven Australians living in 
public housing deeply excluded. Two policy drivers have led to this 
situation. First, the long-term lack of investment in social housing has 
forced state governments to tightly target allocations (for example 
Victoria’s Segmented Waiting List). This decline is directly related to 
uncoordinated and poorly considered housing, taxation and planning 
policies that have contributed to the paucity of affordable housing. 
Rather than considered as an essential or universal good, housing has 
become a commodity for wealth creation.

Second, the lack of affordable private rental has combined with the 
process of deinstitutionalisation and the prevalence of family violence 
and substance abuse to residualise public housing—meaning that 
public housing becomes, as Jo Flanagan’s essay puts it, ‘the safety 
net for the residue’. More and more, public housing is filled by 
households with complex and long-term needs, many of whom have 
experienced homelessness or transience. Too often the priority of 
homeless service providers has been to put their clients onto public 
housing lists. This narrow ‘housing’ focus has neglected the other 
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critical issues to address the obstacles to social inclusion in the 
longer term. For example, ensuring the reconnection of children into 
education, pathways into vocational training and paid work for young 
adults and building the resilience and community connectedness of 
those with disabilities who enter public housing. State housing bodies 
should adopt social inclusion principles to strengthen both social 
and economic participation of their tenants through better-integrated 
and more comprehensive cross-portfolio strategies. There have been 
many strategies to address aspects of social exclusion faced by public 
housing tenants, for example Neighbourhood Renewal in Victoria. 
However, these have generally been targeted to particular locations 
or estates, have been resource constrained and have lacked an 
individualised approach tailored to household needs. 

BSL operates a Centre for Work and Learning in the inner Melbourne 
City of Yarra partly funded by both federal and state governments. 
Anecdotal evidence from client experiences shows the stigma attached 
to living in highly disadvantaged suburbs. For example, some job 
seekers hide their real home address on applications, as they believe 
employers take into account job seeker postcodes in making hiring 
decisions. Our Centre for Work and Learning model aims to overcome 
such disadvantage through integrated assistance and support that 
offers a direct line of sight from excluded job seekers to local job 
opportunities with a better prospect of sustainable paid work. We 
are currently collaborating with the State Government of Victoria 
to develop five new Centres linked into public housing estates. The 
emergence of Youth Foyers represents another example of better 
integrated and individualised approaches that build on social inclusion 
understandings; they address barriers to participation concurrently 
with building self esteem, foundational capabilities, workplace skills 
and vocational training.      

ConCLUSion

I have suggested that Australia needs a fresh approach to what appear 
to be intractable social challenges. While substantial advances 
have been made in many fields—particularly health—social policy 
reforms have been constrained or even marginalised. The social 
inclusion framework offers a more complete understanding of the 
obstacles faced by individuals, households and communities to full 
participation. It stresses the importance of capabilities and skills not 
just financial resources. It takes into account external or systemic 
barriers to participation, rather than relying on individual behaviour 
explanations. I do not wish to negate the importance of a strong rights 
agenda to ensure social justice and due attention to basic needs. 
However adopting social inclusion principles can drive investment in 
integrated approaches in a way that places the individual or household 
at the centre of assistance. There are positive signs of this approach 
bearing fruit as the above examples indicate.20
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But it remains a substantial challenge for governments at all levels 
with the increasing pressures towards outsourcing of service delivery, 
reliance on assumed ‘markets’ offering individual consumer choice 
and on competitive tendering to maximise short-term efficiencies with 
narrowly defined performance criteria. The emerging trend in ‘supply 
stream’ contracting of key services may increase efficiencies further, 
but serve to exclude the most disadvantaged who may struggle to 
navigate complex service arrangements.  

Australia is a wealthy society blessed by an abundance of resources. 
International comparisons however show that we perform poorly 
in addressing poverty and the many factors associated with social 
exclusion. Redistribution of wealth and resources remains a significant 
challenge if we are to invest more to address the levels of social 
exclusion evident in our community. Recent analysis to assess the 
extent to which those in income poverty benefited from the last 
decade of economic growth has shown that we have left behind 
a significant proportion of families who are persistently excluded 
(Azpitarte 2011). To be income poor is not synonymous with 
being socially excluded. The evidence points to the importance of 
coordinated policies that drive growth with inclusion.

However, there is much that can be done. Existing budget allocations 
can be reconfigured and better coordinated across portfolios and 
governments to prevent and ameliorate social exclusion. As Australia 
and the global economies try to emerge from the effects of the 
financial crisis and recession, long running demographic pressures 
and technology changes will increase the imperative for economic 
participation. Access to decent work is a life-changing experience 
for most disadvantaged people—improving their wellbeing, opening 
up personal choices and creating opportunities for their families and 
children through better health and education outcomes. The prospects 
for greater prosperity are good—the challenge is to share this 
prosperity. The whole community will benefit. 
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Di o’neiL has been associated with  
St luke’s anglicare for 32 years and at 
the time of writing, is St luke’s director 
of training and mission. 

Since studying social work at melbourne 
university in the 1960s, di’s more than 
40-year career has spanned the child 
and family welfare field, with more 
recent involvement in mental health  
recovery and community capacity 
building. di believes her greatest 
contribution has been her ability to 
translate what can be learned from 
client-worker interactions into policy 
and practice development at state and 
national level. 

awarded the 2001 lingren 
Strengthening families award from 
the university of nebraska, uSa, for 
her contribution to strengths based 
practices with families, di has also been 
recognised with an oam in 2006 for her 
services to social work, particularly in 
the field of child and family services.



Joining the CLUb

A dad with a mental illness was raising his 
10-year-old son alone. The son played football 
with a community-based junior football team. 
One day that dad arrived at a game and he was 
obviously extremely unwell. Another parent 
took him to hospital where he was admitted. 
Other parents discussed what should happen 
with the son. Normally St Luke’s would be 
asked to place him in foster care. This time the 
other parents decided to care for him for a few 
days. After the game the coach visited the dad. 
Finding him looking withdrawn and sad, he 
put his football club jacket around the dad’s 
shoulders and explained the plan to him. This 
man had one of his quickest recoveries ever. 

Years of therapeutic one-to-one and small 
group work at St Luke’s have taught us that 
you can not address social exclusion one 
case at a time. You are only doing part of 

CUrioSity 
anD hoPe
—toolS foR 
community 

Social exclusion, says DI O’NEIL, cannot be addressed 
one case at a time. Her thought-provoking essay  
critiques top-down approaches to community services, 
with their emphasis on deficits. Instead she looks at how  
St Luke’s—a rural welfare agency in Victoria—has learned 
its approach over many years, aimed at capacity and 
fostering aspiration.
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the job. In this case, to treat the dad and his son out of the context 
of their life connections further marginalises them. Fellow football 
parents responded because the dad and boy were club members. That 
expression of care boosted the dad’s sense of self worth.  

Twenty-four years ago St Luke’s radically changed its practice. Back 
then, to be eligible for most welfare services, you or someone else 
had to be able to describe, often in great detail, what you could not 
do or manage for yourself or what you did not have. In other words, 
services have deficit entry protocols. Talking about and focusing on 
the problem gives it an inflated importance and blocks opportunities 
to notice dreams and capacity. For a person to access disability 
support, for example, he will need to demonstrate that he meets 
specific eligibility criteria. He will be identified by, and noticed for, 
his disability. This focus lulls professionals into thinking that they need 
to decide what is in the other’s best interest. We questioned how this 
enhanced self-determination and assisted people on their own journey 
of empowerment. We chose a different approach. 

We focused in on socially just ways of relating to all people and on 
what we knew about how sustainable change happens. We became 
less interested in understanding the problem and more interested in 
asking people: if their work with St Luke’s was successful, what would 
they be doing more of or doing differently? From there it was possible 
to encourage them to build a picture of how their future could be. This 
fostered aspiration. The next step was building motivation by assisting 
people to discover for themselves strengths and skills they could use to 
move towards that picture. We helped them set small achievable goals 
that could move them along the journey at a reasonable pace. And we 
helped them measure their progress and reflect on the ups and downs 
on the journey. The same approach was adopted to working with 
each other: to providing supervision, to our management style, and to 
our goal setting. As an agency, St Luke’s modelled the processes we 
wanted field staff to use in their daily work. Our name for it is ‘parallel 
process’. The philosophy and practices are recorded in The Strengths 
Approach (McCashen 2005). 

Over the past 15 years we have become interested in expanding 
the same thinking into building on people’s connections with 
community. Community provides the opportunity for belonging and 
interdependence. It can frame people as participants and learners 
rather than as clients. It develops an expectation of reciprocity: people 
become givers and receivers, rather than just receivers. It builds self 
esteem. Our identity comes from knowing who we are, how we 
belong and the rules and regulations of our culture. The less isolated 
we become, the more access we have to others who act both as role 
models and as an audience to notice our contribution and belonging.
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When asked to speak as a guest lecturer with social work students 
I often say that, if having my time over again, I would like to do 
a double degree in curiosity and hope. These have been the most 
powerful tools to encourage aspiration and motivation. They have 
allowed me to take on an expert facilitator role while leaving the 
person or community as the expert in their own business. The 
excitement in working with communities is that we will never know 
all the outcomes for all residents. We do not need to. Our role is to 
open up possibilities.

worKing together, worKing DiFFerentLy 

In the mid 1990s St Luke’s partnered with The Ian Potter Foundation 
to try something different to address child protection concerns. The 
Shared Action project was originally funded for three years. This essay 
reflects on the experience of this significant community capacity 
building project that continued to run in the same community 
through various versions and funders for 15 years. We learned about 
the impact of social exclusion. We learned about social inclusion. 
The project showed that the two can coexist. To describe the project 
would take a book. In fact it has taken a book—Building Community, 
the Shared Action Experience—written by the lead practitioner Linda 
Beilharz (2002). Many reports, papers, videos and presentations have 
been delivered.  

At St Luke’s we believe our processes are far more influential in 
building inclusion than knowing the end product. As Linda Beilharz 
(2002) says ‘A new park does not make a strong community. But a 
community’s choice to build a park together, and the process of doing 
so, does.’ Below I want to introduce you to some of the local people 
and invite you to celebrate their achievements and wonder about  
their futures.

First though I do need to explain a bit about the project. Conversations 
at St Luke’s often return to how the focus on deficit, by its very nature, 
reinforces deficit. Deficits exist when people lack what the rest of 
us take for granted: respect, an adequate income, accessible quality 
health care, education, employment, emotional security, housing, 
safe environments, opportunities to join with others to influence our 
environment, and for children, confident safe adults around them. 
Many people coming to St Luke’s were negatively affected by multiple 
influences, described by the Social Exclusion Monitor Framework in 
Michael Horn’s essay at the beginning of this publication.

What would a project that helped a community recognise its capacity 
for working together on children’s safety look like? What might it 
achieve? 
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Wayne McCashen, a family worker at St Luke’s, put together a 
proposal for The Ian Potter Foundation based on the core beliefs that:

 • children’s safety and wellbeing are a community responsibility
 • all people have the potential to contribute to children’s wellbeing
 •  potential is blocked when strengths and skills are not 

acknowledged or resources are missing
 •  change happens when people build from their strengths and 

capacities
 • working together requires trust
 •  justice, fairness and equity are essential components of a healthy 

society
 •  getting the process right is more important than striving to achieve 

predetermined outputs
 • a successful project does not have an end date.

The chosen location for the project was Long Gully. It’s a Bendigo 
suburb high on all indicators of social and economic disadvantage, 
with high child protection involvement and high police call-outs for 
domestic violence. We knew many residents through our one-to-
one work. We also knew that parents were concerned about their 
children’s safety—a good foundation with which to work.

Long Gully is an inner suburb approximately three kilometres from 
the central business centre of Bendigo. About 5000 people live in the 
area. In 1996 that included a broadacre public housing estate of 320 
homes (122 having been sold to private owners). Other housing was 
generally valued at the lower end in the Bendigo market. The local 
primary school and kindergarten had recently closed. 

Local government, the Neighbourhood House, other service agencies 
and the Department of Human Services backed our proposal. Our 
initial funding was for three years. While aware that time would pass 
quickly we were determined to go slowly, to listen carefully and 
build trust; to see the community—rather than a text book—as our 
coach. Beilharz (2002) suggests that at the core of Shared Action’s 
achievement as a project was the way in which people took up 
opportunities and coached us gently in how best to do our work. 
When reflecting on the Northern Territory interventions and the 
handling of refugee issues—where there are no textbooks to guide and 
the approaches are universal and top-down—I wonder who provides 
that gentle coaching?

We built in structures to guide our processes and encourage reflection. 
Working with Dr John Owen from the Centre for Program Evaluation 
at Melbourne University, we developed a ‘program logic’:

  … a series of statements that predict the developmental stages 
of the project in order of time. Each stage was accompanied by 28
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a statement describing associated assumptions, key evaluative 
questions and the method for collecting evidence (Beilharz 
2002 p. 80). 

These statements altered and expanded as community members 
assumed more power. The logic statements formed the basis for a 
reflective evaluation that was regular and ongoing. Staff met monthly 
with our evaluator. A Reference Group for the project included many 
influential thinkers who brought access to contemporary knowledge 
and took our collective thinking back to academia, government 
and the wider community. This group stimulated us to articulate our 
beliefs and justify our assumptions. We had local working groups and 
frequent short meetings at the Neighbourhood House with whoever 
was around. We didn’t expect these meetings to follow conventional 
processes. Usually a few women sat at the kitchen table and others, 
particularly men, sat in other parts of the house and yelled back their 
contributions. They taught us about local culture. 

More than a viSion: taKing the Long view

In the early days we had to get to know the residents and they needed 
to get to know each other. We deliberately avoided bringing people 
to our office, preferring to meet people on their territory. Any activity 
or project was linked to an already established community group or 
organisation. Shared Action as a project had a built-in obsolescence 
and the sustainability of activity depended on a local entity—a school, 
the Neighbourhood House, a church, local government, a sports 
organisation—taking an auspice role for each project. 

After 12 months a common community-owned vision for the future 
for children in Long Gully was beginning to emerge. Along the way, 
residents, schools and other services had been asked to consider 
‘What would Long Gully be like if it were a safe, healthy and pleasant 
place for children to grow up in?’ We called this process ‘visioning’. 
This visioning was initially done in separate groups that were then 
brought together in an inclusive workshop. An important element of 
the visioning was helping people to identify the components of that 
vision that already existed and could be built on. They also identified 
what community characteristics could be harnessed. For example, 
some people already knew their neighbours and many had spare 
time on their hands. The community-owned vision established that 
trust and trustworthy behaviour were the core ingredients. Providing 
opportunities to develop positive relationships became foundational 
to the Shared Action project. To build this the residents chose to 
undertake two major projects: the redevelopment of a playground to 
create a safe place to come together, and a sport and recreation club, 
the centrepiece of which was an Under 12-and-a-half-years Australian 
Rules football team, the Long Gully Legends. Lots of people knew 
about football. Each of these projects attracted extra funding. 29
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After the initial three years other sources of funding became available. 
More government and more philanthropic funding followed. The state 
government’s Office of Housing identified a potential to work with 
residents in the housing estate through the new structures, formal 
and informal, that had developed. The estate was redeveloped in 
consultation with the residents to offer more diversity in housing stock. 
Front fences were erected at all the houses, solar systems installed and 
assistance given to establish gardens. This project preceded a much 
larger Neighbourhood Renewal project run in several communities 
in Victoria, including Long Gully. An active advisory body of local 
departmental staff, the City of Greater Bendigo, residents and key 
service providers successfully argued for the agenda to include 
addressing social issues. This influenced the processes used and 
brought extra money for community facilities. Some residents received 
trade training to participate in the physical work. Shared Action staff 
supported residents to participate. The Community Centre that had 
grown out of the neighbourhood house displayed information and 
regular updates. A housing officer was located at the Centre. Some 
residents used the redevelopment as an opportunity to relocate to 
other suburbs of Bendigo. 

Many of the residents of Long Gully had had little experience 
in cooperative organising. Many had left school early and were 
unemployed. They did not belong to clubs or community groups, 
they had not had leadership opportunities, and there had been 
considerable unresolved disharmony between neighbours. Many of 
their models of leadership were more likely to be models of top-down 
authority: doctors, school principals, Centrelink, housing officers, 
case managers. They had minimal experience in conflict resolution. 
Recognising this, we sought and attracted sponsorship for harmony-
building activities. 

Beginning a project with philanthropic dollars and without the 
pressure to produce predetermined outcomes within a three year 
time limit allowed Shared Action the patience and time to sit in and 
with the community, build trust and model a cooperative, inclusive 
facilitation style. Trust in oneself and trust in others only comes with 
experience and practice. It was important that the facilitation style 
provided both. Trust in our own process in a community setting also 
took practice. On many occasions we had to give ourselves permission 
to wait. St Luke’s has partnered with some other projects that have 
demanded the priorities and plans be established very quickly, say in 
six months. In each of these, the temptation has been to have service 
providers drive the choices with only a limited number of residents 
involved. On these occasions we have had to argue that the process is 
actually the project, not the neat plan or the playgroup’s existence or 
the community bus that nobody then uses. I recently found this quote 
from HL Mencken, US writer and social commentator: ‘For every 30



c
u

R
io

S
it

y
 a

n
d

 h
o

p
e

complex problem there is a solution that is simple, neat and wrong.’ 
Governments love simple and neat.  

An important starting point for Shared Action was building trust. Kelly’s 
story (Elliott 2000) demonstrates how trust can be built. Kelly became 
a volunteer with Shared Action in the very early days. She met a staff 
member at playgroup and because she had lived in the area for a long 
time she felt safe suggesting her father as a cook at the upcoming 
community barbeque. Kelly was the mum of three little girls, the 
oldest having just started school. Kelly had not learnt to read and write 
and was fearful about talking to teachers. As a child she had attended 
a special school and remembered being told there one day that any 
children she ever had would probably end up at special school too. 
Her ambition was that her daughters would attend ‘ordinary’ school. 
Through the shared visioning processes used in the project, Kelly 
worked alongside a staff member from her daughter’s school. Kelly 
was interested in volunteering for the school canteen but was reluctant 
because she could not read the lunch orders. Eventually she plucked 
up enough courage to ask the school staff member if he thought she 
could work at the canteen. With his encouragement she became a 
prized volunteer: very quick and clean, and available at short notice to 
fill in for others. Through canteen duty she got to know other teachers, 
one of whom began a homework club in the Long Gully Community 
Centre. Kelly and all three daughters attended. There she met an adult 
literacy teacher and decided to sign up for classes. Her goal was to 
read the notices coming home from school. She was surprised at the 
number of adults attending the class.

Being clear about boundaries was also helpful. A code of behaviour 
based on a St Luke’s model was adopted by the residents’ committee 
and by all participants in the activities undertaken. This provided a 
set of beliefs and values that residents could reflect on when making 
decisions. The code of behaviour included a set of statements, two of 
which were: violence is not acceptable and all people can change. 
These provided the foundation for many conversations. On one 
occasion a man known to others as having been violent towards his 
partner offered his services in an activity. The other participants spent 
considerable time balancing his offer against the two statements. In the 
end they decided to declare their concerns but invite him in. 

We heard locals talking about party plans. They said they went to 
party plan events because they knew what to expect, there was a 
definite start and finish time and the host only invited you into their 
home if they knew you would act safely. Shared Action decided to 
use the same model. Two volunteers and a staff member resourced the 
parties. The ‘Non-Tupperware’ party plan became an important tool 
in the visioning process. Hosts were given a package that included 
ideas about how to choose guests, invitations, a personal gift and $20 
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to cover catering costs. The parties were a huge success. One woman, 
who had never had visitors in her house before, invited two friends. 
A few weeks later she had a second party with a different small group 
of people. She felt much more connected to the community and 
able to join some activities. ‘The community group considered that 
the parties were very successful in reaching people Shared Action 
had not reached before’ (Beilharz 2002 p. 31). The party games and 
donated prizes focused on sharing knowledge about local services and 
shopping bargains as well as imagining ‘What would Long Gully be 
like if it were a safe, healthy and pleasant place for children to grow 
up in?’  

The Under 12-and-a-half-years football team, the Long Gully Legends, 
became the centrepiece of social capital building. Being required 
to operate within the strict guidelines of the Bendigo Junior Football 
League provided a framework for trusting relationships to grow. It 
also provided opportunities for skill development. The club needed 
a committee with office bearers—a coach, runners, first aid people, 
food handlers, flag wavers and lots more. A local employment service 
sponsored the team and provided training for all these roles. People 
felt more confident in volunteering. The focus was on participation. 
All kids had a game. Committee meetings provided an excellent forum 
to debate values and community issues. With girls and boys playing 
together, gender and sexism were hot topics. At practices there were 
often more adults and younger children than there were players. 
Community members talked about the local children as being in ‘the 
Legends’. Some cited occasions when they had stopped in the street  
to talk to children or broken up fights. They would not have done that 
in the past for fear of retribution from other parents. Now they knew 
the parents.

The name for the football club came about when it was discovered 
there had once been a local team called the Long Gully Legends. This 
sparked an interest to know more about the history of Long Gully. A 
history group formed. The area has a strong goldmining history. The 
broadacre public housing estate was built on levelled-out mullock 
heaps. The street with the highest police call out was named after one 
of the richest mines in Bendigo. Residents discovered that the high 
proportion of lone parents in Long Gully was not simply a feature 
of life on the estate. Historically Long Gully had always been home 
for a high concentration of mothers raising their children alone. 
Their husbands had been killed in the mines or in world wars. Locals 
identified with the tough but resilient life style and wanted to tap into 
the courage of previous residents. Schools began to walk their students 
around Long Gully on goldmining history tours. 

The skills, confidence and ability to trust, learned through involvement 
with the Legends, spilled out into other forums. Towards the end of the 

32





Previous page:
Madeleine Donovan 
Preston Caravan, 2004  
C-Type photograph 



c
u

R
io

S
it

y
 a

n
d

 h
o

p
e

third year, the ageing local swimming pool was going to close because 
the Council could no longer afford to run it. A group of 30 volunteers 
organised themselves to run the pool for the next two years until it was 
no longer structurally functional. Extra skills had to be learned. Large 
and small disputes had to be negotiated. 

the waiting gaMe

The knowledge and practical skills people developed were directly 
related to their desire to participate in constructive community-
building possibilities. They decided what they wanted, they set the 
agenda and they went about achieving it. Many of these people had 
fallen out of formal education early. Many had negative stories about 
their school life. Some had experienced work ready programs that 
made little sense in their world and had not led to employment that 
they could sustain. It made sense to them to learn what they needed 
to know, not what other people wanted them to know. Projects and 
activities required different skills. The desire to be a contributor 
encouraged people to take up training, whether for a food-handling 
certificate or handling chemicals certificate, a book keeping role 
or any other role. The local employment agency that sponsored the 
Legends provided access to many training opportunities.

It was important to provide opportunities for people to become 
involved at their own pace. Respectful processes and patience were 
fostered. At times residents became frustrated with others’ inactivity. 
Generally though they were better at waiting than the professionals 
or the services who, with the best of intentions, were impatient to see 
progress and wanted residents to join with them rather than wait to 
be invited on the residents’ journey. The temptation to bring people 
on the service providers’ journey—rather than vice versa—was 
particularly evident when funding was to achieve preset outcomes. 
Building the playground was an example of this. Residents took their 
time settling on the design. They carefully deliberated about the 
process and had many people involved in the construction. At one 
point the City of Greater Bendigo offered to bring in a load of dirt 
to expedite a particular task for which it was responsible but had to 
wait. A resident had already organised for a contact to deliver the dirt 
sometime soon.   

Patience means opportunities can be taken up when the time is right. 
Another story shows how. One of the Long Gully Legends was being 
raised by his grandparents who attended just about all practices and 
every game. They stood by themselves, interacting minimally with 
other supporters and officials. At the end of the season the grandfather 
donated a trophy. Suddenly their social status was elevated. 

Soon afterwards there was a week of busy activity on the playground. 
A Rotary club had worked with groups of students from four secondary 
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schools to build park equipment and now it was being installed. A 
small group of local youths, who were excluded from school and 
therefore these projects, stood on the edge of the park throwing stones 
and abuse at the students involved. Seeing this, a group of local men 
took on a role of standing between the students and the youths to 
reduce the disruptive behaviour. The grandfather, now a respected 
citizen, joined the men’s group. His wife and granddaughter came 
to watch him. They noticed how hard the students were working 
and went into the Neighbourhood House next door and suggested 
someone should provide morning tea for them. While there, the 
granddaughter was caught stealing $20 from someone’s purse. Years 
of professional counselling had not altered the stealing behaviours of 
her children and grandchildren so this grandmother did something 
different. She told a Shared Action staff member that she was sick 
of kids stealing and asked for assistance in setting up a meeting for 
all parents concerned about this behaviour. Now this couple were 
moving from what the professionals might describe as ‘passive service 
recipients’ to ‘influencers’ in their community. 

Patience also involves acknowledging that the lives of residents in 
areas of high socioeconomic need are constantly being negatively 
affected by those needs. What a person might be available to do this 
week will not necessarily be the same next week. Poverty, illness, 
unemployment, conflict, child care, crime, unstable housing and 
lack of transport all impact on availability. Structures need to be 
flexible enough to accommodate ongoing participation without the 
expectation that it will be constant or consistent. Residents in areas 
of high social need understand this better than professionals who visit 
the locality. Shared Action staff remained a constant hub to which 
people could connect when available. This was an important factor to 
keep in mind when assisting residents to find a ‘host’—a sponsoring 
entity—for their activity. The host needs the capacity to work with 
this uncertainty. It is not a negative. It simply reflects reality. Publicly-
funded projects often underestimate the time and skills needed to 
nurture and support.

heaLthy argy-bargy 

If community capacity building has a role in strengthening inclusion 
and self-determination, then it needs to model processes that are 
inclusive and value individual uniqueness and contribution. In 
communities low in trust and lacking experience in planning and 
organising, people will need to see how this happens. ‘Do as I say’ 
does not bring about sustainable change. Seeing how it works and 
working alongside a good role model provides an opportunity to 
practise inclusive processes. Good inclusive practice means that both 
parties are in fact models or mentors for each other. In Shared Action, 
for example, staff learned from residents and residents learned from 

34



c
u

R
io

S
it

y
 a

n
d

 h
o

p
e

staff. They came with complementary knowledge, experience and 
connections. It was very important to allow time for discussions about 
the beliefs and values that support inclusiveness when issues were 
raised or planning undertaken. These were never one-way discussions 
and not always held under the banner of inclusion. When applying 
inclusive thinking in everyday life, there is room for lots of healthy 
argy-bargy. Learning skills in healthy and safe argy-bargy is a growth 
experience for many who had previously been afraid to have their say 
or had been practising more aggressive or submissive communication 
styles. Neighbourhood negotiation skills are difficult to learn. 
They need to be practised. Practice needs coaching. Coaches need 
debriefing. Shared Action staff provided coaching. St Luke’s provided 
the coaches with debriefing. Residents coached staff to look at their 
own values and assumptions. At a Christmas party a mother arrived 
with her little children all showing off the toy that Santa was going to 
be bringing in a few days. The staff member felt immediate anxiety—
what was ‘Santa’ doing, showing the toy to the children now? But a 
resident took a different view. ‘Isn’t it wonderful,’ she said, ‘to see so 
much love?’

Just as it was important for a funded program to remember that 
the community should drive the process as much as possible, it is 
important to ensure that the program is open to all residents and not 
gradually colonised by a particular group in the community. At times 
this can become a feature of small programs like neighbourhood 
houses that are not well supported. Hard-working volunteers can, 
over time, feel worn out juggling some of the uncertainties mentioned 
earlier, and find it easier to organise people into selected activities. 
The program or house begins to belong to them and others can feel 
excluded. An in-group and an out-group can develop. 

Mixing anD MatChing with the SUitS

Communities selected for community capacity building projects exist 
within a much broader community context. Long Gully, for example, 
is a geographically small area existing within the City of Greater 
Bendigo. Bendigo is a large growing regional centre in a rural region 
whose prosperity is largely dependent on the vagaries of agricultural 
production and where many towns are experiencing declining 
populations. Work within the selected community or neighbourhood 
might enhance the capacity of individuals but this by itself will not 
open up more inclusive opportunities in the wider community.  
There is a danger in community capacity building that this fact can  
be overlooked. 

Individuals might feel better resourced to contribute. Their skills in 
interdependence may have been rediscovered or extended. They 
may be better able to take up opportunities in the wider world. 
But the playing field is still not level. People are often included in 35
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projects because they conform to the dominant culture. Where 
they choose not to, or are constrained by influences beyond their 
control, they risk remaining excluded. The funding for programs is 
often very time-limited and inward looking. If the community does 
not demonstrate desired change and growth at the pace set by the 
funding body, the residents can assume the blame sits with them. 
They explain their ongoing disadvantage as being ‘how it has always 
been’. Communities get the label of ‘hard to reach’ or ‘difficult to 
change’. The multidimensional nature of socioeconomic disadvantage 
is overlooked.

One of the most significant impacts of Shared Action came with the 
variety of funding it attracted post the original philanthropic dollars. 
There was enough structure for the residents, service providers and 
government department to talk to each other. Long Gully became 
a community to visit and consult. If the Office of Housing wanted 
to conduct a survey they employed and trained residents to gather 
the feedback for them and return rates soared. Residents attended 
community information meetings and had their say. At one exciting 
meeting a local politician was having a lot to say. In a very levelling 
way a resident asked: ‘Who the hell are you anyway?’ 

The three levels of government, philanthropic organisations, service 
clubs and local businesses all began to offer assistance. For each 
new bit of money, large or small, there needed to be a launch to 
acknowledge the funder’s contribution. The launches brought together 
the residents, policy makers, influencers in the wider community and 
senior staff in service organisations. In the early days the residents 
would stand on one side of the room and the ‘suits’, as they called 
the visitors, on the other. Over time the residents soon discovered 
the power of talking directly to the visitors. Conversations might start 
because of something in common: children the same age, supporting 
the same football team, a common love for gardening or old cars. 
Once the person-to-person connection was made, the residents 
could share more of their story and the ‘suits’ felt more comfortable 
about showing curiosity in the residents’ story and recommendations. 
Personal stories have more impact than sets of statistics. Personal 
contact is more influential again. The thoughtfulness and commitment 
of the residents at times challenged the preconceptions the visitors 
had had of them. Their stories showed love and care for their 
families and others, great courage, and at times, survival against 
all odds. Generational poverty and lack of employment was more 
contextualised for the ‘suits’.

Shared Action worked from St Luke’s Strengths Approach (McCashen 
2004), an inclusive approach that values all people, always attempts 
to be socially just and understands how sustainable change happens. 
Seeing and hearing this in action through the voices of the residents 
has influenced policy makers. But unfortunately policy makers 36
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and funders tend to work in short timeframes. And although it is 
reasonable to assume that government dollars should be targeted at 
the most disadvantaged communities and that any projects undertaken 
should be place-based, with priorities identified by local residents and 
services, in reality these communities are often the least resourced to 
work together to undertake the complex task of developing a set of 
priorities and plans. The lives of many in these communities have been 
so affected by lack of opportunity and resources that they experience 
all the features of marginalisation. They become different from and 
separate away from the mainstream. Mainstream rejects them. People 
in Long Gully know to use a Bendigo address rather than a Long Gully 
address when applying for a job. The power of this marginalisation in 
many ways becomes invisible and residents begin to see themselves 
as less worthy and without a public voice. They judge themselves 
and their neighbours as having little personal power and little power 
to join together. The process of marginalisation breaks down their 
capacity to trust themselves and others.

who iS taLKing it UP?

Responsibility to address marginalisation cannot rest with the 
excluded. There is an obligation on ‘mainstream’ to make room to 
value and include others and other ways of contributing. For example, 
there is a high risk that work participation programs peddled under 
the inclusion banner could result in blaming the very people they are 
designed to assist unless employers are prepared to make considerable 
adjustments. In a recent snapshot of 85 families accessing St Luke’s 
Bendigo Family Services, 80 per cent of parents were unemployed. Of 
these only a few were linked into an employment agency, education 
or training programs. More than half expressed a desire to be involved 
in the workforce. But 68 per cent of these families were accessing 
St Luke’s services because their lives were being constrained by four 
or more serious social or health issues. It will take a very sensitive 
and flexible workforce to engage these people in reliable, rewarding 
and sustainable employment. If participants from Long Gully don’t 
find and keep employment there will no doubt be a lot of political 
huffing and puffing, but in the wider community more responsibility 
for this ‘failure’ will be laid on the individuals for not taking up the 
opportunity offered, than on businesses and governments. 

How will employers ready themselves to provide employment 
possibilities? Building inclusion takes cultural change not just 
structural change. Cultural change requires exposure to other ways 
of seeing things. Through Shared Action some Long Gully residents 
gained employment after working alongside private contractors. Two 
residents worked as volunteers alongside a gardening contractor 
engaged to remove arsenic-contaminated backyard topsoil left from 
goldmining activity. The contractor later employed them to work on 
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other projects outside of Long Gully. He supplied keen gardeners 
with free plants and advice. He found Long Gully people helpful and 
‘talked them up’ in his social and recreational circles in Bendigo. 

While the privileged groups are making room for inclusion, projects 
like Shared Action can play an important role. In a community under 
resourced in trust, confidence, negotiation skills, health, education, 
income and connection to the wider community, such a project can 
provide consistent support and encouragement. Shared Action chose 
a qualitative evaluation process because it best matched the inclusive 
processes used (Beilharz 2002). There was congruence with gathering 
stories and enabling people in the community to define the impact 
on their lives. Reflective practices helped residents to notice personal 
and community change and growth and to take credit for that. They 
also helped identify constraints—both personal and structural—and 
allowed people choice on whether or not to challenge these. At the 
end of the first three years residents said they felt more confident but 
not quite ready yet to go it alone. 

Shared Action provided reliable administrative structures and 
resources. It was able to promote harmony by modelling transparent, 
cooperative and collaborative processes. It openly named difficult 
issues and welcomed constructive feedback and advice. In the second 
year, the Neighbourhood House and the Shared Action base moved 
into what had been the local kindergarten and the Community Centre 
was formed. Difficult as it was at times, staff maintained an open door 
policy. Residents came for activities or just dropped in for company. 
Shared Action’s role was not to run projects or activities but to assist 
residents to connect to the neighbourhood and wider community and 
to assist parents to connect with schools. It also assisted the wider 
community to connect with Long Gully residents. St Luke’s respected 
name in Bendigo assisted this. We promoted good stories, soothed 
disappointments in schools and opened up forums for discussion on 
the importance of inclusion and the impact of exclusion.  

The project continually promoted the processes used over the product 
achieved. This created some interesting debates and partnerships 
with representatives from government departments who on the 
whole appreciated our ‘process’ stand but had to reinterpret this into 
‘product’ talk to justify funding. Ten per cent of the funding for the 
first three years was set aside for dissemination of the story of Shared 
Action. Presentations by staff, residents and researchers were delivered 
at conferences. The Reference Group took the process and findings 
back to universities, government departments, local government and 
leading community groups. Additional funds were used to produce 
a book and videos. All recorded the process in action. This recording 
was not an add-on. It was an integrated component of the journey 
residents were taking. 

38



c
u

R
io

S
it

y
 a

n
d

 h
o

p
e

Above all else, Shared Action was able to maintain a sense of hope. 
Small hiccups on the journey forward can quickly be interpreted as 
failures by people unpractised in seeing these as opportunities for 
learning and reflection. It can be difficult to build social capital in 
communities with changing populations and where housing priority 
is given to people with high needs. Long Gully has some very proud 
long-term residents but for some others Long Gully is a transitional 
home, not a home of their choice.

In 2011 the public housing estate looks different, the housing stock 
is more varied; the Community Centre building has been extended 
and is a hub for many resources and services while still maintaining 
its welcoming persona. New meeting and changing rooms have just 
opened on the sports reserve. The Long Gully Legends no longer 
exist. As players passed the under 12-and-a-half age limit they were 
welcomed into a larger football club in the neighbouring suburb of 
Bendigo North. Children are perhaps marginally safer. Certainly there 
is a wider range of social and recreational opportunities. Residents 
who have travelled or joined in the 15 year journey of growth in 
general are proud of what has been achieved in Long Gully and on 
non-empirical evidence would consider their lives have improved 
significantly on the Brotherhood of St Laurence-Melbourne Institute 
Social Exclusion Monitor Framework. Not all residents joined the 
journey. For them and for new people moving into Long Gully crisis 
or high need priority public housing, there will be more services 
and a more welcoming community but still a long journey out of 
exclusion. The five per cent of the population Michael Horn refers to 
as experiencing both deep and persistent exclusion will still be over 
represented in Long Gully.

While writing this essay I asked Karen, a long-time resident who is 
now the acting coordinator of the Community Centre, if she thought 
children were safer now than 15 years ago. She said: ‘I reckon so. You 
can walk on the streets now and not feel scared. People feel more 
pride. Lots more people are coming into the Centre. We get lots of 
young kids but not that many teenagers.’

Could St Luke’s or another agency replicate the process used in the 
Shared Action project? Yes, but it would require a very clear, well-
articulated commitment to an inclusive process, from the staff all the 
way up to the Board. It requires very skilled staff. They need to be 
professional but personable, open, relaxed, organised, fun, patient, 
reliable and natural leaders. They will not be the lowest paid staff in 
the agency or the best dressed. They will work flexible hours including 
weekends. They will need good professional supervision and know 
that senior agency staff will support them and work for the project in 
the wider community. Community-building projects are often poorly 
funded but should never be run cheaply.
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‘Mayor slams greedy landlords as rentals soar 
across Central Queensland mining towns’ 
shouts the headline from the Rockhampton 
Bulletin in March 2011. A snapshot shows 
average weekly rents to be: $600–$1800 
in Dysart, $750–$1700 in Mooranbah and 
$950–$1100 in Blackwater; while in Emerald 
and Rockhampton they are $600–$900 and 
$300 respectively. In the same article, the 
Central Highlands Regional Council Mayor, 
Peter Maguire blasts ‘These people (landlords)’ 
for ‘profiteering from other people’s misery  
and misfortune’.

The cost of finding somewhere to live is 
becoming increasingly difficult in some parts 
of Australia. In Queensland and Western 
Australia, the resources sector is driving 
the economy, but as with everything in life, 
there is an upside and a downside: a yin and 
yang. While the upside—the benefit to the 

rooF over 
heaD—the new 
auStRalian dReam 

Communities are changing as the resources boom  
ripples through or passes over cities and regions.  
The idea of home or even a rental property is moving 
beyond the reach of some people. Writing from Central 
Queensland PHILIP SHADE reflects on the fallout and 
the forces reshaping the region. He finds people who  
are vulnerable, and those who never expected to be,  
can no longer rely on that great Australian staple:  
a place to call home. 



S
ta

te
 o

f th
e
 f

a
m

ily
 R

e
p

o
rt —

S
ta

y
in

g
 p

o
w

e
r

economy—receives much prominence, the downside is the significant 
social impacts that arise from such times. Those not able to ride the 
wave of prosperity can find themselves sinking even deeper into  
the abyss.

As Michael Horn discussed in his opening essay, people experiencing 
disadvantage have similar aspirations to everyone else. Somewhere 
to call home is a priority and aspiration with which few would argue. 
Home can take many forms and can be anything from basic to modest 
to lavish. Nonetheless, a home in one shape or another is an essential 
requirement for everyone. In this essay, I explore the nature of home 
and discuss some of the impacts and consequences that the resources 
boom in some parts of the country is having on communities and 
individuals. The dream is more of a fantasy for an increasing number 
of people. Finally, I will consider what can be done for those already 
on the margins to help them towards greater inclusion.

McCarthy (2011) states that the mining industry may be creating 
massive wages in central Queensland but landlords are lining up with 
their hands out asking for rents as high as $90 000 a year for a modest 
home in Dysart. The Real Estate Institute of Queensland found Dysart 
had the state’s highest median rent: $1200 a week for a house. Current 
listings show a four bedroom house can fetch as much as $1800 a 
week in rent while the median rent for a home in suburban Forest Lake 
in Brisbane’s south west is $362 a week. For some Central Queensland 
landlords it’s a dream come true but for those seeking somewhere to 
live, it is shaping up to be their worst nightmare.

At Anglicare Central Queensland an increasing number of people are 
coming to us seeking accommodation. Clients tell the same story: 
it is impossible for them to find suitable accommodation due to 
excessively high rents in the private rental sector, and this is having 
a downstream pressure on social housing. In fact, our social housing 
manager reports that often people won’t even place their name on the 
waiting list. It is so long, they don’t believe they will ever get a place. 
In July 2011 the local paper carried an article from a real estate agent 
describing the vacancy rate in the private rental market as zero, a 
situation that had never occurred in the community. For those already 
struggling to find and keep a home even when vacancies exist, the 
consequences are not difficult to imagine.

While reporting of this issue takes a mostly economic slant, the 
impact on people and their lives is acute. Peter and Sharlene recently 
attended one of our rural service centres seeking help. Their story 
speaks of the heartache behind the economic headlines and is typical 
of many people we see at the moment. 

   Peter, 20, an apprentice carpet fitter, and his partner Sharlene, 
19, had baby Ruby two months ago. Prior to the birth they were 
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bunking down at friends’ houses or with Sharlene’s mother 
but only when her stepfather worked away. When home, 
Sharlene’s stepfather was aggressive and abusive towards Peter. 
Since having the baby, Peter and Sharlene have been living 
underneath a mate’s house. Like many Queensland houses it is 
built high on stumps with open storage underneath. Peter and 
Sharlene have made a sort of ‘tent’ of sheets and blankets under 
the house, with a hose for water and use of an outside toilet. 
They have no heating, no cooking facilities and make do as best 
they can. The underneath of the house is open to the elements 
and far from acceptable. As Peter explained, living off an 
apprentice wage means that he can barely survive from week to 
week and work is not always secure. Sharlene said that at least 
they had somewhere that was dry and had a bit of space. ‘It’s 
pretty crappy, but a shitload better than us all living in my heap 
of shit of a car,’ Peter said with a rare smile on his face.

The housing affordability snapshot conducted by Anglicare Australia 
(Chambers 2011) confirmed what we all intuitively know: that at the 
moment the situation in most places is one of housing un-affordability. 
Using the benchmark of 30 per cent of income on housing as an 
affordability indicator, the snapshot found ‘... there was almost nothing 
that people on a low income could afford. Right across the country 
private rental housing suitable for a young person on Newstart or 
Austudy was virtually non-existent, even in shared accommodation’.

Peter and Sharlene know exactly what those statistics mean.

the ever-wiDening gaP

In their book The Spirit Level, authors Wilkinson and Pickett (2009) 
develop a compelling argument based on research that demonstrates 
the degree of equality throughout any society indicates the happiness 
and health of that society. The wider the gap, the worse will be any 
indicator you care to look at. The narrower the gap, the better. This is a 
remarkable insight and a puzzling paradox. While at first glance some 
people appear to be faring better, the situation of the majority and 
even those who might seem better off is becoming worse. 

Studies investigating this phenomenon in Australia demonstrate 
that some communities are clearly suffering the effects of the ever-
widening gap. Vinson (2007) explains that research findings were 
in line with other recent studies based on OECD data showing 
Australia to be near the bottom of OECD rankings on child poverty 
and experiencing widening gaps in income, wealth and opportunity 
between the rich and the poor. 

In a challenge to established thinking Wilkinson and Pickett (2009  
p. 5) explain that: 
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  For thousands of years the best way of improving the quality 
of human life was to raise material standards ... but for the vast 
majority of people in affluent countries the difficulties of life are 
no longer about filling our stomachs, having clean water and 
keeping warm. Most of us now wish we could eat less rather 
than more. And, for the first time in history, the poor are—on 
average—fatter than the rich. Economic growth, for so long 
the great engine of progress has, in the rich countries, largely 
finished its work. Not only have measures of wellbeing and 
happiness ceased to rise with economic growth but, as affluent 
societies have grown richer, there have been long-term rises  
in rates of anxiety, depression and numerous other social 
problems. The populations of rich countries have got to the end 
of a long historical journey. 

If we take a look at just one area—cancer incidence and mortality 
rates in the Queensland community—we see this story being played 
out just as Wilkinson and Pickett (2009) predict, with tragic effect. A 
Cancer Council Queensland atlas (Cramb et al 2011) shows a strong 
pattern of survival variability across Queensland with patients in 
rural or disadvantaged areas having lower survival rates compared 
to the Queensland average. If survival outcomes in rural areas were 
improved to match the Queensland average, an estimated 1223 
people with cancer would live beyond five years of diagnosis (795 
males, 428 females). This represents nine per cent of cancer-related 
deaths during this period. The report shows a higher incidence of 
cervical cancer in females and oesophageal and lung cancer among 
males in remote areas. Cancers more commonly occurring in remote 
areas also tended to have higher incidence in more disadvantaged 
areas. The link between cigarette smoking and oesophageal and lung  
cancer has long been resolved in the minds of the public and  
health authorities. 

It is known that the further away from metropolitan centres one 
goes, the more the level and availability of services drops. Medical 
investigation and treatment is more scarce, specialists are fewer and 
consequently, healthcare assessment, investigation and treatment 
are less available. We find that in some rural centres, if a medical 
practitioner leaves, it is impossible to find a replacement. In Anglicare 
Central Queensland, we are often unable to source people with skills 
in mental health, counselling and youth support due to the remoteness 
of some of our service centres. The people are just not there. Similarly, 
we find when government creates tenders for services in those areas, 
the travel time, increased costs and ability to attract suitable people 
are not adequately considered. We tend to talk about the consequence 
of all of this as worse health outcomes for people in rural and remote 
Australia than for metropolitan areas. Put starkly, people who live in 
rural and remote Australia suffer with less support and die earlier than 46



R
o

o
f

 o
v

e
R

 h
e

a
d

they need to compared with people in suburbs and cities who have 
the same diagnoses. 

Social issues also increase in societies that experience a widening 
gap. Speaking with Dave, a client who lives in Gladstone, an area 
of Queensland experiencing significant changes due to the gas and 
coal industry growth in the area, he lamented the societal drift that he 
is witnessing first hand. His story illustrates the shift taking place in 
towns that have been stable for many years, and are now experiencing 
rapid, seismic change.

Dave explained to me that he has lived in the town for over 15 years 
and it used to be a place where people looked out for each other, 
where community was seen as important and where people were 
friendly. Over the past two years, Dave has seen Gladstone change 
to a town more focused on chasing the dollar; individuality is taking 
priority over community. He experiences it through articles and letters 
to the editor in the local paper and hears it on talkback radio. People 
are becoming more polarised in their views. He thinks a particular 
anti-newcomer streak is becoming increasingly prevalent in the town. 

  ‘It is just the general way people are talking to each other, they 
just seem to care less and are not welcoming anymore. Perhaps 
it’s just a sign of the times and is something that we all have to 
get used to, but it seems to me we’re losing something precious 
and if we don’t take care, it will be gone forever. I don’t really 
like it anymore and am thinking of moving out of town, it makes 
me feel uncomfortable and unsafe, you know?’ 

He goes on to explain: ‘... those who are profiting are held up in the 
media as some kind of hero, of something to aspire to whilst those 
like me who are missing out are portrayed as whingers and people 
who should get up off their arses, get off the welfare and do something 
useful with their lives’. He lamented the sharp increase in rentals in 
the town, explaining that they were beyond the reach of people not 
working in the resources industry. The zero vacancy rate reported in 
the media is something he’s never seen. As Dave so succinctly put it: 
‘they should come and spend a day or two with me if they want to see 
what it is really like. If I get kicked out of my current place [subsidised 
social housing] God knows where I’ll go or what I’ll do’. 

the Changing natUre oF SoMe CoMMUnitieS

The large influx of workers into regional areas where there is a 
demand for specific skills can create a community of ‘fly-in, fly-out’ 
people. This phenomenon can create difficulties for those who are part 
of the fly-in, fly-out workforce, for the community where the workers 
are located, and for those left behind in the family home. Workers 
experience isolation from friends and families for the duration of their 
shift, which can be up to two or three weeks at a time with a week off, 
back at home. 47
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Family and marital difficulties can flow from the isolation and change 
in routine for both parties. Recently, our mental health workers in a 
coastal town described an increase in women seeking assistance to 
deal with issues arising from fly-in, fly-out situations. Many couples 
move to the area for employment and with their male partners away 
working for long periods, women were finding managing children 
combined with separation from family and friends, created significant 
difficulties. Better incomes can be irresistible for many families but 
studies also show family violence and family breakdown are real 
consequences of this type of work arrangement. 

Mental health, depression and stress-related problems associated with 
the fly-in, fly-out workforce are common. Kennedy (2011) finds that 
some people working fly-in, fly-out become isolated and lonely, often 
having difficulties managing the house or family when they return 
home. It’s no small challenge to work for up to six weeks at a time 
and then try to re-establish family relationships—particularly when 
everyone is aware that the separation soon begins all over again.

A study of these communities in Australia published in the British 
Journal of Criminology (Fenech 2010) revealed that a lack of 
entertainment options other than alcohol for fly-in, fly-out mine 
workers often led to a spike in violence, a higher risk of sexually 
transmitted diseases and mental health problems. The impact on the 
rural and remote communities that host fly-in, fly-out workers can be 
significant. They may have limited resources and infrastructure, and 
camps constructed within or close to them bring a whole range of 
social issues that present radical challenges for what may have been 
relatively small, quiet, stable communities for many years.

As we frequently see through our work with Anglicare clients, the 
disadvantaged before the boom, remain disadvantaged during and 
after the boom. It is as if a tsunami of opportunity has washed over 
them yet they emerge from it unchanged. The reality is that it is 
difficult to take advantage of opportunity when you are struggling to 
find somewhere to live, to engage in the workforce and when you did 
not do well at school or did not complete your schooling. People in 
these circumstances require significant assistance if they are to benefit 
from the resources growth.

One Brotherhood of St Laurence report (Bodsworth 2011) makes it 
clear that people’s financial decisions are bounded by external factors 
such as rising rent, very limited and unstable income, and the impact 
of welfare reforms. The narrow emphasis on financial capability to 
transform citizens into ‘informed consumers’—able to make adequate 
choices—underestimates the weight of income, class, gender and 
government regulation on people’s ability to engage on fair terms. It 
is, the report says, imperative that government policies address the 
power imbalance between people in the market and the inequalities 48
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widened by the ‘financialisation’ of every day life. One consequence 
of the imbalance is that those who are marginalised become further 
alienated within their community and within society. The concept of 
social exclusion becomes reality for some people in our society: when 
you’re in, it is fine. When you’re out, it is a different world. 

This difficulty is illustrated by Mike, a 62-year-old man living in 
Emerald, a town influenced greatly by mining industry growth in the 
local region. 

  Mike worked for a company supplying the mining industry.  
He delivered materials to various sites nearby but hurt his back 
outside of work and found himself unable to maintain his job. 
During the months after injury, his long-standing marriage 
broke up and Mike found himself unemployed, separated, in 
pain and—by the time he came to us—homeless. We were 
able to provide mental health support, connected him to a 
support group for his chronic back pain and were able to find 
accommodation for him. Mike is still unemployed, but his 
mental health is improving and as he said recently ‘at least with 
somewhere to live I don’t feel like there’s nothing left for me 
anymore. The friends I’ve made at the support group have made 
me think there’s a few people who care about me.’

Mike’s story echoes many whose life circumstances have taken a 
turn for the worse and who find themselves moving towards greater 
exclusion following a long period of stability and certainty. 

In his essay at the start of this book, Michael Horn explained the 
nature and impact of social exclusion and its contrast—social 
inclusion. The conceptual framework developed with the Melbourne 
Institute provides a structured approach that incorporates measures. 
This framework provides an ideal method for evaluating levels of 
inclusion/exclusion present.

At Anglicare Central Queensland we find that more remote 
communities have limited opportunities for people to become fully 
engaged. Coupled with personal difficulties this can result in degrees 
of exclusion. Services available in most larger population centres 
gradually diminish as distance from them increases. In all the domains 
that Michael Horn proposes in his model, rural and remote central 
Queensland tilts toward the disadvantage end of the continuum. 

It is clear from Horn’s discussion that the issues facing those who are 
socially excluded are complex and challenging. My essay focuses 
on one area: the effect of reduced access to housing on individuals 
and communities in rural and remote Queensland. As we recall from 
Maslow’s hierarchy model (Maslow 1943), housing and shelter form 
one of the fundamental elements of our requirements as humans and 
have done since before we created cutlery. Just ask Peter and Sharlene 
whose story I described earlier. 49
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Without adequate income, adequate housing and food security, social 
inclusion is an irrelevant pipedream. Peter and Sharlene’s level of 
shelter could only be described as inadequate. They were hopeful that 
with a baby their level of priority in the social housing queue would 
increase. As we know, this is one very long queue in many parts of the 
country. In areas with a rental squeeze it’s almost light years long.

Without the necessities of a safe home we will all struggle to learn 
and engage in the higher order elements of social inclusion such as 
getting into the workforce, training, development, sustainable income 
and stable relationships. Yet all of these have the capacity to develop 
deeper and stronger social inclusion. 

Claire’s story shows that not everyone needing a place to call 
home is an adult. Housing insecurity can bite early with profound 
consequences for children’s capacity to develop skills and to 
experience social inclusion. 

  Now a part of our children’s residential care program, Claire 
was abused as a young child. She has been with child 
protection services for ten of her 15 years. Having nowhere to 
really call home cuts deeply into her. Claire told me she realises 
she can ‘... Be a real ratbag at times, you know, I just lose it, 
someone says something and I just blow ... I’m working on it 
though’. 

  She confided that she’s her own worst enemy, always ‘wrecking’ 
foster care placements: ‘They just can’t handle me, but then I 
suppose sometimes I bring it on myself, but I really just want to 
be somewhere for a while, somewhere where I won’t get moved 
on. It’s not bad here, the staff are working with me, helping me 
to get control, so maybe I will last a bit this time.’ 

What Claire really longs for is a stable home, somewhere she won’t 
be moved on from. Unlike the adults in the previous stories, Baby 
Ruby and Claire have both known little of a secure home in their short 
lives. For Claire in particular, finding ‘home’ will require more than a 
rental market adjustment. Their early experience warns us about the 
importance of tackling housing insecurity over the long term to avoid 
the consequences when individuals and communities are left to solve 
it on their own. 

So let us now explore the situation with housing and consider what is 
happening in rural and remote Queensland. Let us consider, finally, 
what might assist those who are excluded, or are at risk of exclusion, 
to move towards greater inclusion.
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ProviDing a hoMe

In order to be engaged with their community people need to have 
a stable base: a home. We have seen that for those people who are 
on the exclusion end of the continuum, multiple and significant 
barriers to maintaining a secure home exist. Hulse and Saugeres 
(2009) researched the idea of housing insecurity and its link to social 
exclusion, identifying six key factors. If present these factors can add 
layers of complexity to a person’s life and propel them to the exclusion 
end of the continuum:

  1.  Housing mobility—where moving home arises from 
circumstances beyond immediate control and which would 
otherwise not be chosen

 2.  Housing instability—includes, but is not restricted to, mobility; 
caused by changes in housing beyond the immediate control 
of the person, such as uncertainty about the impact of rental 
property sale, termination of lease or rent increases. It manifests 
in cultural expectations of transience, inability to ‘put down roots’ 
and difficulty making plans for the future

 3.  Lack of privacy—involves no or little ability to control others’ 
access or to exclude others from one’s home, and lack of privacy 
between the home and its surroundings, giving rise to feelings of 
being watched by others

 4.  Feeling unsafe—perception of being unsafe both inside and 
outside the dwelling

 5.  Lack of belonging—little or no connection to the local area and 
community as well as lack of emotional support and supportive 
relationships, both inside and outside the dwelling

 6.  Lack of physical comfort—poor housing conditions that impact 
on health, physical enjoyment of the dwelling and the ability to 
relax and feel at home.

The consequence of living with a combination of these factors was 
found by Hulse and Saugeres (2009) to be a focus on surviving from 
day to day. For these people, trying to create a home against the odds 
takes time and effort. This makes it more difficult to make decisions 
about the longer term: improving educational qualifications, getting 
a job or dealing with health problems. Put simply, without a home 
providing some degree of security, it is difficult to tackle other key 
aspects of social exclusion.

Fortunately, we were able to make a difference to the lives of Peter 
and Sharlene. One positive outcome from the floods in Queensland 
in January this year, was the focus on providing housing to those 
who had lost their homes. We were able to work closely with our 
colleagues in the local government and state housing department to 
source demountables and to rapidly bring on line, houses that the 
council and housing department had off line. The outcome from that 51
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frenetic activity was to make many more houses available than would 
normally have been in the system and consequently, we were able to 
provide Peter and Sharlene with a place to call home. Sometimes a 
major disaster is not a major disaster for everyone.

In a rural and remote context, particular issues add further layers of 
complexity to social housing. One of the ongoing characteristics of 
regional development programs across Australian states, according 
to Hillier et al (2002), is the general absence of an explicit housing 
component despite growing recognition of its centrality in addressing 
regional disadvantage and promoting sustainable economic 
development. Further, it is critical that policy development address 
the specific needs and unique circumstances of rural and remote 
communities. The metro-centric approach to housing solutions in 
non-metropolitan areas is likely to fail, with unrecognised issues and 
complexities inadequately addressed in policy. 

It is vital that government policy pays attention and gives focus to 
the needs of rural Australia. The creation of a federal ministerial 
portfolio for rural Australia is to be welcomed as providing both policy 
leadership and recognition of the specific needs of regional and rural 
people. Hillier further explains that the findings of her study reaffirmed 
the importance of suitable and affordable housing to ensure rural 
economic and social wellbeing and argued clearly for the inclusion 
of housing policy as an integral part of a ‘whole-of-government’ 
approach to regional development.

It is clear that providing a home is a foundational element in tackling 
the complexity of social exclusion. Without it other strategies that 
focus on engagement and employment are likely to have limited or  
no success. Indeed, respondents in one study (Hulse and Saugeres 
2009) stated clearly that improving their housing security was an 
essential and critical part of improving their lives and those of their 
children. Therefore, I am suggesting that while other strategies are 
important, supply of adequate housing is essential for a strong and 
connected community. Providing a home is one of our strategic goals 
at Anglicare Central Queensland. Last financial year, our housing 
services provided over 250 000 bed nights of accommodation to 
people that otherwise would not have had a home. There remain many 
more who need our help.

hoUSing aFForDabiLity

The cost of housing in Australia is a significant and crippling factor  
for many people seeking to rent or buy a home. The interplay of cost of 
living in a home and ability to afford payments is creating significant 
problems within our society. I have already presented some headline 
statements regarding the impact of the resources boom on some 
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communities within rural and regional Australia to illustrate  
this problem. 

The idea of affordability is worth exploring further as it is central  
to providing a home for people. One study found that:

  Housing affordability problems arise when households are 
forced into decisions that adversely affect them and that they 
would not make had they not been in housing stress. Examples 
are various forms of deprivation, such as going without 
meals, children missing out on school activities and enforced 
household mobility, that arise when housing stress results in 
financial stress (Yates et al 2007 p. 10). 

In that context the idea of a typical income in Australia is important  
to understand as it sits at the heart of home affordability. 

Earlier this year one national newspaper carried a front-page 
photograph of a couple described as ‘doing it tough’ on $200 000 
a year. Yet one commentator estimates that to sustain the typical 
Australian’s standard of living a single person, living alone, requires 
a disposable income of around $36 000 (Cowgill 2011). Each 
additional adult in the household requires a further $18 000, while 
each child adds $10 800 to the figure. On this estimate a couple with 
two children needed $75 600 disposable income to have the same 
standard of living as the typical Australian in 2007-2008. Yet a couple 
on Centrelink’s newstart allowance, with two children and maximum 
rent assistance would be on less than $40 000 in 2011. 

Yates et al (2007) found that housing affordability is increasingly a 
major challenge, with evidence pointing to endemic and structural 
problems that will not improve without adjustments to existing policies 
or additional action by governments at all levels. While accepting that 
housing affordability has effects across society, it was more prevalent 
in low income households. At Anglicare Central Queensland, we have 
noticed an increase in the number of people attending our Emergency 
Relief program outlets seeking assistance for the necessities of life just 
as Yates et al (2007) have described. Staff report more people seeking 
assistance with power and utility bills due to the increasing costs of 
these basic items. Similarly, our outlets frequently run out of food 
items due to an increasing demand from clients; while staff report on 
average, a 25 per cent rise in demand over the past 18 months. All 
signs point to this demand continuing to increase rather than decline.

The economic prosperity of a region can spell disaster for some. As I 
discussed earlier, the town of Gladstone in Central Queensland is a 
town of contrasts moving ever wider apart. Gordon’s story illustrates 
the dichotomy of opportunity. 
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Gordon is a single parent, raising a 10-year-old son on a disability 
pension. He told me he is desperate to find somewhere to live for 
himself and his son. Rent increases forced him out of his previous 
private rental accommodation and he was finding most alternatives 
unaffordable. Once a landlord finds he is on a pension, they don’t 
want to know him, he explained. And housing that was barely 
affordable, was no place for a 10-year-old; high drug and alcohol 
abuse issues being a major factor. He has not had any success seeking 
accommodation from the Department of Housing and we were unable 
to assist him. Gordon says: ‘The lack of housing in Queensland for 
aged and pensioners is outrageous considering we are the backbone  
of Australia. I worked hard all my life for Australia to only get treated 
like trash’.

A town with a private market rental vacancy rate of zero is only good 
for those holding investment properties. For Gordon and his son, it is 
a disaster. Currently they are living in an old car, with our Emergency 
Relief staff assisting them on a day-to-day basis.

what are we Doing to heLP?

It is not enough to provide stopgap solutions for people like Gordon 
or Pete, Sharlene and Ruby. Clearly people on low incomes need 
day-to-day assistance but something broader is needed to avoid the 
pitfalls of ever-widening social inequality described by Wilkinson 
and Pickett (2009). Government policy is the mechanism for effecting 
social change; improving housing affordability cannot be addressed 
in isolation from other objectives of governments. Yates et al (2007) 
derived a number of recommendations for policy principles including 
that policy should be multifaceted and integrated using both housing 
and non-housing policy levers and that there should be cooperation 
between agencies and spheres of government. Avoiding stopgap 
solutions also requires policy have a strategic framework, take 
cohesive action and avoid fragmentation. While being responsive to 
individual households and their changing needs, policy should address 
underlying causes of declining housing affordability rather than rely 
solely on income support policies. Interventions should be on both the 
supply and demand side. 

In view of these principles, some potential policy options might 
include:

 •  Revitalising policies to support forms of home ownership. These 
could focus on enabling aspiring purchasers to obtain equity in 
their homes, mitigating risks to loss of equity when a household’s 
circumstances change, and smoothing a household’s transition 
across tenures, and

 •  Developing a framework for long-term renting—put in place 
institutional and subsidy arrangements to attract institutional 
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investment in well-located, affordable rental housing and 
boost the capacity of the not-for-profit sector or other regulated 
landlords to allocate and manage affordable housing.

A comprehensive strategy would include government playing a part 
in developing a supply of social housing and supporting private 
investment. Initiatives that provide incentive for private investors 
to enter this sector of the housing market should be given priority. 
Schemes such as the Defence Housing Australia program, which 
attract private investors to supply housing stock for Defence personnel, 
could be adapted for a social housing supply strategy.

In taking such an approach the initial capital cost of construction and 
supply would be borne by the private sector, while government policy 
could drive an attractive investment model. In essence, government 
would guarantee rental income irrespective of whether the property 
is tenanted or not. The onus and incentive for maintaining occupancy 
could be the responsibility of the property manager, similar to services 
currently operated by many not-for-profit organisations. Properties 
appropriate to the area and meeting at least minimum quality 
standards would have attractive resale value. The twin enticements 
of guaranteed rental income and rising property values over time are 
key drivers of the successful Defense Housing scheme. I suggest that 
that model, adapted for social housing, could form the basis of an 
innovative contribution to the supply of social housing in Australia. 
It may require additional financial support from government to 
ensure the best mix of low and middle range rental properties, unlike 
the Defence Housing Scheme, where the market and investment 
incentives lend themselves more readily to the middle and higher end 
of property rentals. 

At the moment, limited mechanisms provide structural incentive for 
the private market to invest in social housing. Large investors such 
as superannuation funds will not invest in rental housing, especially 
at the low to moderate income end of the market, as there is no 
financial incentive to do so. A key barrier to institutional and other 
professional investors is that the expected rate of return on rental 
housing in Australia is low, relative to the myriad risks entailed and the 
availability of more attractive investment alternatives. Policy packages 
that deliver an adequate stream of subsidies in efficient and effective 
ways will attract investment and finance a large-scale increase in the 
supply of affordable housing.

Schemes such as the National Rental Affordability Scheme (NRAS), 
which essentially provides a 25 per cent market discount to tenants 
meeting specific income criteria as well as financial incentive to the 
investor, are another welcome ingredient in the social and supported 
housing mix. This scheme is targeted at those at risk of becoming the 
‘working poor’ and provides a mechanism for supporting them to 55
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remain in the private rental market, thus taking pressure off the social 
housing sector. With the significant and rapid rises in rents that we are 
seeing in some parts of the country, this scheme is to be welcomed.

It is pleasing to hear from ministers that they recognise and 
acknowledge work needs to be done in this area. Senator Mark Arbib, 
Minister for Social Housing and Homelessness, in speaking at the 
PowerHousing Australia National Conference in March 2011 stated 
that the social housing system we have in Australia is outdated and not 
adequately assisting those it was intended to. He explains that he is:

  ... deeply concerned that many families and individuals will be 
without a housing solution if we don’t fix the policy settings that 
have been programmed so poorly for so long. In recent years 
we have seen a growth in the cohort of homeless people who 
are families and young people, which is a concerning trend. 
If governments across the country don’t make a deliberate 
decision to change the current system, public housing will 
continue its terminal decline. It can no longer be business 
as usual. If we ignore the warning bells for too long, public 
housing which provides a critical safety net for families in need 
will collapse. I believe there will always be a need for some 
government provision of social housing, it just needs to be a 
more effective safety net.

Structural policy support to encourage private investment in specific 
social housing needs to be urgently developed and implemented. 
Such policy would ideally include a mechanism that supports supply 
along with strategies to fast-track social housing through local council 
approval processes. 

Federal, state and local governments need to tackle this issue in a 
coherent and cooperative way to deliver housing solutions on the 
ground. Private investment will come if there is an acceptable return 
on investment, policy initiatives can make this a reality. Senator Mark 
Arbib agrees. He stated: ‘... the Holy Grail needs to be encouraging a 
system that provides for growth of affordable and social housing stock. 
That is the most important social outcome here’ (Arbib 2011). I am 
certain that Sharlene and Peter would wholeheartedly agree. 

Some of the communities in Australia described in this essay are 
changing quickly as a result of economic forces. We are witnessing the 
gap widen between those who are ‘in’ and those who are ‘out’. While 
I have not lived in England for nearly a quarter of a century, watching 
the riots from this distance as they erupted on our screens earlier this 
year was deeply disturbing. We are yet to fully trace the seeds of the 
2011 UK riots but I fear we have seen—at least in part—the social 
ramifications of policy decisions made over many years. They could 
be a forewarning of what might happen in communities here. Years 
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of alienation, community centre closures, youth centre closures, loss 
of community public gathering places, and the loss of a sense of a 
community even amongst the dispossessed, appears to have created a 
powerful sense of nihilism among some young people. 

This has manifested itself in the images of senseless destruction, anger 
and fractures in communities we saw in the news and read about 
in the papers. Unlike previous disturbances, the destruction is not 
taking place in uniformly poor suburbs. Houses in London suburbs 
where rioting occurred, reportedly sell for $1.5 million; a sum few 
in those communities could afford. One commentator suggested this 
represented a vast divide in the community and that social unrest was 
an inevitable consequence (‘London Rioters’ 2011). The prescience of 
Wilkinson and Pickett (2009) for the UK situation was there for all to 
see—for those who take the time to look. 

At all levels in Australia, we need to carefully consider the scenes 
witnessed in the UK and reflect on whether policy decisions 
contributed to such despair and disconnection. We must do what we 
can to avoid replicating the factors that bred these riots. As the essays 
elsewhere in this publication suggest, community is not something that 
can be ‘done’ to others. Patience, listening, a commitment to ‘act with’ 
is what allows communities to unfold their qualities and overcome 
exclusion. Social inclusion is not a fancy concept; it is at the heart of a 
country and a people that cares.

The Anglicare network across Australia works in partnership with 
federal, state and local government to support those in need of a 
home. For many of our clients still without a home, change cannot 
happen quickly enough. Let us work together to make a difference and 
transform people’s lives.
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ian FiSher has been with anglicare 
northern territory since december 
2009 and is chief executive officer 
of what is one of the largest and most 
diverse community service providers 
in the territory. ian has a passion 
for developing organisations and 
engaging communities to ‘own’  
their services. 

ian has an extensive background 
in health services administration 
and finance: at ceo and executive 
levels; in private and public health; 
across major regional and rural 
health services in victoria and the 
middle east; and chairing numerous 
inter-government, cross-sector 
collaborations and partnerships. 
with several qualifications in health 
services administration and business, 
ian is also a board member of the nt 
council of Social Services and on the 
housing and homelessness ministerial 
advisory group in darwin. 



Darwin in the Northern Territory might seem 
a strange place to begin writing about Alice 
Springs. It might seem even stranger knowing 
that the federal government intervention was 
into its third year when I began as CEO of 
Anglicare NT eighteen months ago, responsible 
for many services in and around Alice Springs.

That’s one part of the story. There are many 
parts to it and many ways of telling it. 
Graphs and statistics are one place to start: 
coming from a health services background 
convinces me that part of the story, part of 
the understanding, lies there. Alice Springs, a 
town at the cross roads—lots of different cross 
roads—is another starting point. People and 
what is happening to them are yet another way 
to tell the story. People like Faye and Doug 
whose stories could sound like the statistics: 

Staying 
CentreD
—StatiSticS and 
Small SucceSSeS

At the centre of last year’s report, Josey Hansen,  
a Noongar woman from Western Australia, wrote  
about bringing an Aboriginal perspective into the heart  
of our organisations. In Staying Centred, IAN FISHER, 
chief executive officer of Anglicare NT, finds himself in 
the middle of a place that everyone has a view on.  
Well versed in the statistics that summarise Central 
Australia for so many who live outside it, Ian heads one 
of the organisations charged with meeting the challenges. 
We can learn much, he argues, by looking behind the 
daunting data and he finds many good reasons to ‘stay 
with the program’. 
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a broken marriage, near homelessness, alcohol, disruptive behaviour, 
and violence. But that would only be part of the story if we didn’t  
look more closely at their decisions and their lives. We can talk about 
what governments are doing and what that means for us here in  
the Centre: in the centre and yet so far from the centre of Australia. 
And children. One way or another, what is happening to children  
and what lies ahead for them are behind most things unfolding in the 
Northern Territory. 

I can only tell what I see happening and what it seems like to me. 
I don’t live in Alice and I haven’t worked in the Northern Territory 
long. I can’t even tell you a whole story—just a part of it, not the 
ending. You might wonder what kind of bargain that is between reader 
and writer. But if I tell what I see happening we can all think about 
whether we like the way it is headed. It’s not me or Faye or Doug or 
the government who can make that ending—although something of 
their stories is here too. We’re all part of the story. But at the heart of 
it are the Aboriginal people of Central Australia. The relationships we 
can build together—service providers, the people we work alongside, 
the people watching and wanting answers—yes, we’re all in the 
middle of it with some way still to go.

at the Fringe anD in the Centre 

Set in the remote and beautiful heart of Australia, Alice Springs is 
something of a conundrum: in the centre but on the fringe; often in the 
news somewhere else for the wrong reasons. In the media coverage 
about Indigenous issues and Central Australia, some voices seem to be 
heard a lot while others hardly at all (Manne 2011; Krien 2011). This 
can make it even more confusing for people from outside the Territory 
to know what to think. We can agree on some basics though: Alice’s 
population of nearly 28 000 with a further 13 000 people living in 
the surrounding region (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 2009) is 
diverse. Nearly a fifth of inhabitants were born in other countries while 
another fifth identify as Indigenous (ABS 2006). Alice Springs and 
surrounds have a significantly higher Aboriginal population than most 
other regional centres in Australia, many of whom are drawn to the 
town to visit family or attend to health or business matters. You hear 
a number of Aboriginal languages spoken in Alice including Arrernte, 
Warlpiri, Luritja, and Pitjantjatjara. 

In Alice Springs crime is a significant social issue. Unless indicated 
otherwise in the following discussion, figures are drawn from a 
presentation by the NT Children’s Commissioner (Bath 2011) and 
reported NT crime statistics (ABC 2010).

In 2009 nearly two thirds of the 1432 recorded assaults involved 
alcohol. Reported assaults have doubled since 2004. Alongside 
alcohol, itinerancy and domestic violence are other factors driving  
up crime rates. 62
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Alcohol across the NT is consumed at an alarming rate. Alcohol-
related conditions kill non-Indigenous Territorians at a rate twice the 
national average but for Aboriginal Territorians the mortality rate is 
closer to nine to ten times the national average. 

Half of the adult Indigenous population does not drink at all. However 
the remaining adults, on average, consume more than an estimated 
120 bottles of spirits per person each year or 75 cartons of full strength 
beer—that’s nearly 1.5 cartons per week, every week. 

Transience and joblessness are features of life. Joblessness is higher 
in Central Australia than the already high NT rate (Public Health 
Information Development Unit 2007) and nearly a quarter of the 
population changed their address in the last 12 months. Over half  
of the population moved in the five years to 2009 (ABS 2009). 
This poses a particular challenge for programs intent on building 
community capacity and—any program’s foundation—a skilled, 
responsive workforce. 

Some studies suggest people in Alice Springs are more vulnerable to 
difficulties and disadvantage, including significant levels of suicide 
and attempted homicide (Ollapallil et al 2008) and that for young 
people the rate of suicide may be among the highest in Australia,  
if not the world. 

Most chilling is the fact that almost three-quarters of all deaths in 
Alice Springs are considered avoidable (Public Health Information 
Development Unit 2007).

The statistics say something about life in Alice Springs compared  
to elsewhere in Australia but they don’t entirely capture what it is  
like here. Alice Springs is a beautiful and a harsh place to live and 
work. People are drawn here for all sorts of reasons and find they  
stay, sometimes for other reasons. The challenge for those of us 
responsible for services here is both to understand the figures and  
see beyond them. 

MeaSUring verSUS Doing

Organisations such as Anglicare as well as governments and academic 
institutions are often asked why we bother measuring; why don’t we 
just get on with delivering services? The reality is we need to know if 
things are changing and what is behind the change. If the problems 
besetting communities in and around Alice Springs are not changing 
we need to know why. 

In the public health services arena data has been collected for more 
than a century in many areas and the benefits of good data and 
research are evident everywhere in the delivery of health services: 
whether in improved patient care, surgery outcomes, comparisons 
between treatments, better training for health professionals, new 63
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techniques and service delivery models and ultimately in monitoring 
health outcomes for communities and particular population groups. 

At some point in public health somebody decided it was important 
to start measuring and keep measuring. As so often is the case, 
data on children—measuring, weighing and monitoring—begun a 
hundred years ago has given us far-reaching understanding of adult 
and population health. Yet despite years of data collection in the 
community service field we still have difficulty obtaining current and 
accurate data. Unlike the ‘bricks and mortar’ clarity of hospitals and 
health statistics, services for families and children are harder to define, 
their goals often changing, their outcomes many years in the making. 
Clients, communities and governments can find it hard to grasp. Data 
deficiencies are yet another indicator of the difficulties in addressing 
inequalities experienced by Indigenous people. They limit how we 
can monitor the success or otherwise of government policies for 
Indigenous people. 

The Australian Early Development Index (AEDI 2011) is an important 
population measure of how young children are developing 
in Australian communities. Already building a picture in trial 
communities, the government has committed to rolling out the AEDI 
nationally over the next few years. The AEDI measures five areas (or 
domains) of early childhood development:

 • physical health and wellbeing
 • social competence
 • emotional maturity
 • language and cognitive skills (school-based)
 • communication skills and general knowledge.

Using these important areas of child development—which are also 
good predictors of adult health, education and social outcomes—
the AEDI is beginning to build a basis for long-term understanding. 
However gaps remain in data on Indigenous people and data validity 
could be strengthened. The latest performance report on ‘Closing the 
Gap’ strategies that were begun in April 2007 (Council of Australian 
Governments (COAG) 2011) identifies significant deficiencies in 
capacity to measure real progress on meeting its targets. Similarly 
health information on Indigenous populations is limited by what is 
collected and the reliability of the data. 

Even with these limitations though we do have information to help 
make decisions about what strategies seem to be working and the 
implications for future directions. The AEDI and other data measures 
do help us understand the vulnerabilities of children across the 
domains of physical health and wellbeing, social competence, 
emotional maturity, language and cognitive skills. Likewise general 
knowledge and data integrity is sufficient for policy makers to 64
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determine strategies for improvement in population health. Major 
social determinants of overall health have been well identified and 
are embedded in the economic opportunities, physical infrastructure 
and social conditions that influence the health of individuals and 
communities. These factors manifest in measures of education, 
employment, income, housing, access to services, social networks, 
connection with land, expressions of racism and rates of incarceration. 
Even where direct information on Indigenous people is limited, we do 
know that available figures are likely to understate the disadvantage 
experienced by Indigenous people. For instance, for Australia as a 
whole, 23.4 per cent of children are vulnerable in one (or more) AEDI 
domains. In the NT, the figure for non-Indigenous children is close to 
the national rate at 22.6 per cent. For their Indigenous counterparts it 
is 65.1 per cent. 

The social exclusion framework covered elsewhere in this collection of 
essays supports the view that measures of individual and community 
health and wellbeing are holistic; more wide-ranging than pure 
income and resource indicators. While poverty remains an important 
measure and is behind many attributes characterising disadvantaged 
people, it does not measure individual or community capacity to 
participate; to pursue goals about the quality of families’ lives and 
community life. This holistic, ‘social inclusion’ view appears to be 
consistent with the traditional Indigenous perspectives on what defines 
wellbeing. A social inclusion framework needs a better-integrated 
view of poverty, health and wellbeing by measuring and monitoring 
the level of capabilities individuals and communities have to fully 
participate in society. 

what MeaSUring SayS aboUt DiSaDvantage in  
the territory 

Anglicare NT operates in the least populous of Australia’s eight states 
and territories, with an NT population of almost 230 000 (ABS 2010) 
concentrated along the Stuart Highway rather than the coastal fringe. 
The Territory holds 12 per cent of the national Indigenous population 
(68 599 out of an estimated 562 000 nationally (ABS 2009). Nearly 
a third of the NT population is Indigenous and almost two thirds of 
these live in very remote areas outside of Greater Darwin and the 
four large regional areas: Katherine, Tennant Creek, Alice Springs and 
Nhulunbuy.

Anglicare NT has a strong presence in Alice Springs. We try to offer 
services or help people find services that best meet their individual 
needs. Our NT clients are a diverse mix and the statistics (Department 
of Housing, Local Government and Regional Services 2011) show that 
compared to the general population the people who use community 
and welfare services in the NT are:
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 • 1.5 times more likely to have a disability
 • 28.3 times more likely to be Indigenous
 • twice as likely to be jobless
 •  twice as likely to come from a cultural and linguistically  

diverse background
 • 10.5 times more likely to be a single parent.

A goal of Anglicare NT is to develop family and individual capacity 
to manage their lives and participate in community activities, to make 
informed decisions about their lifestyle, to feel safe. Most importantly 
we try to support them to make decisions that provide their children 
with secure accommodation, healthier lifestyles and encouragement to 
seek education and employment opportunities.

The average age of Aboriginal people is younger than the non-
Indigenous population. We know that life expectancy for Indigenous 
people is lower than for other Australians (Calma 2005a) and we also 
know that much of the accommodation in which Aboriginal people 
live in central Australia is overcrowded, often poor quality and creates 
vulnerability for families (Productivity Commission 2007). 

Rates of homelessness, imprisonment and hospitalisation (Calma 
2005b) are higher for the Indigenous than for the non-Indigenous 
population with a homeless rate four times higher than for people in 
many capital cities (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2009b).

Children appear to be particularly disadvantaged with Aboriginal 
women and their babies having poorer maternal and perinatal 
outcomes and low birth weight compared to their non-Aboriginal 
counterparts and a death rate three times higher than other Australian 
babies (Steenkamp et al 2010; CAAC 2005). Alcohol is a major 
contributor to health problems in developing foetuses, and to 
stillbirths, low birth weights and cognitive functioning of children.

Aboriginal children are four times more likely to be under an order 
in the NT than a non-Indigenous child and the number of child 
protection orders in the Northern Territory has been increasing over 
the last five years (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2009a).  

Even on simpler health measures—exposure to smoking and dental 
health—we know the picture is not good for Aboriginal children. 
Rates of decayed, missing and filled teeth (Calma 2005) are high and 
three quarters of those in remote areas and town camps are living in 
households with smokers (Bath 2011, FaHCSIA 2009a). 

Overall school attendance increased slightly in 2010 but preschool 
and primary school enrolments were down on 2009 figures while 
secondary school enrolments increased (FaHCSIA 2010).

The statistics tell us that the factors that sentence many Indigenous 
people in the Northern Territory to poor health and wellbeing remain 66
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an urgent task to address. So many of these families are likely to follow 
their grandparents and parents into poor health and wellbeing. 

LoSt in StatiStiCS

The statistics can lead us into thinking we know quite a lot about 
what the problems are and what might be needed. But when someone 
like Faye or like Doug turns up to Anglicare NT we won’t learn a lot 
about possibilities from the statistics. What statistics don’t reveal are 
the individual determination and the small stories of grit and love that 
require not one decision or one change but many decisions made 
every day; the capacity to keep getting up and keeping on. The people 
we work with, people like Faye and Doug whose stories are below, do 
keep going, even when the indicators are not good. If they can keep 
going, we should too.

  Faye and her husband Tony—a homeless Indigenous couple—
were moving from house to house with their three young 
children. Their marriage had broken down and the children 
were being exposed to an escalating environment of conflict 
and domestic violence. To improve her safety and provide some 
stability for her children Faye asked Anglicare for a place in a 
transitional accommodation program operated in Alice Springs.

  Within the very first week of their tenancy Faye was involved 
in a violent incident within the grounds of the supported 
accommodation. The incident—fuelled by alcohol and an 
ongoing feud within the family—required a police presence. 
Due to the seriousness of the conflict and its impact on  
other program residents the Anglicare NT team reviewed  
Faye’s tenancy.  

  As the family had only been in the program for about a week 
and accommodation options on leaving would have exposed 
the children to further homelessness and possibly more 
violence, the tenancy was continued.

  Faye faced numerous problems endeavouring to improve 
her family’s situation. Her own mother was homeless and an 
alcoholic, often staying in the unit with Faye. Her mother-
in-law was constantly seeking to remove the children and 
Faye’s husband regularly violated a domestic violence order. 
The accommodation, not designed to absorb the large 
flow of friends and family to the site, became the venue for 
disturbances and conflict in which alcohol played a strong 
role. In addition Faye regularly had unpaid debts and ongoing 
concerns for her and her children’s safety. 

Faye was a caring mother, concerned to improve the quality of life for 
herself and her children. She did her best to ensure the children were 
safe, well fed and participated in playgroups and preschool activities.   67
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These complex circumstances are not unusual for people in our 
housing programs where the line is thinly drawn between struggling 
to maintain public housing tenancy and becoming homeless. Nor is 
it unusual for Anglicare NT to offer a number of supports, not all of 
which are or can be taken up.

What is striking about Faye was her clarity about what she needed. 
She was committed to the goal of escaping from her relationship and 
returning home to a small community interstate where she had a 
trusted network of family and friends and most importantly where she 
and her children would be safe.

While governments, organisations such as Anglicare and individuals 
can collaborate on policies and services—whether by restricting 
alcohol consumption, organising accommodation or financial 
counselling or through night patrols and safety officers to improve 
resident safety in public housing—Faye had her own solution and the 
inner strength to find it. 

Anglicare NT offered financial counselling and worked with Faye 
to improve her safety and create an environment where Faye could 
develop relationships, participate in community activities and possibly 
stay in Alice Springs. However a greater on-site presence of Anglicare 
staff and improved security in collaboration with the police could 
not guarantee her safety. Faye’s husband still breached the domestic 
violence order. Faye did not want financial counselling—she always 
worked through financial problems to pay debts and these were 
frequently related to administrative errors and mismatches between 
welfare payments and agreed deductions. Coupled with her husband’s 
violence and the lack of nearby supportive family and friends, Faye 
believed the solution was to get back to country, where she would  
feel safe.

Anglicare’s real support to Faye was a more stable environment, the 
chance to avoid homelessness and its attendant risks as well as the 
time to consider her plans with the advice and support of consistent 
case management. While Faye formulated her own action plans 
Anglicare NT’s program enabled her to become debt free and even 
set aside funds. This gave her flexibility so that when an opportunity 
presented to return home for a family event, Faye was able to make 
the move permanently. We no longer have contact with Faye and this 
is not the end of her story. No doubt she faces many more challenges 
and complexities as she and her children make their way, however her 
situation was vastly improved on leaving Anglicare than when she first 
came to us. 

Like Faye, on the surface Doug’s story seems familiar. He experienced 
many setbacks, with alcohol, violence and repetitive patterns of 
behaviour being strong factors. Yet Doug surprised himself and others 
with a hidden resolve, triggered by love for his children.  68
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  When Doug entered an Anglicare housing support program in 
Alice Springs he had been married and was seeking custody 
or better access to his two children. He had a drinking and 
suspected drug problem and his difficulties maintaining tenancy 
were due in no small part to his devotion to a pet dog that 
breached his tenancy agreement. Despite repeated warnings 
and temporary removal, the dog would always end up back  
on site. 

  Doug experienced many setbacks and problems. He generally 
only binge drank on a fortnightly basis. Under the influence of 
alcohol he would exhibit behaviours around the apartments’ 
public areas that, while not threatening, were disturbing 
to other residents. Doug was severely bashed while in the 
accommodation program, leaving him with a serious brain 
injury. He had accumulated significant debts and due to his 
brain injury was not able to concentrate for long periods. This 
made obtaining work unlikely. On top of this he felt subjected 
to constant racist abuse as a white Aboriginal man and could be 
aggressive when strangers made eye contact.

  While staff managing the program also found Doug aggressive, 
this aggression was usually sparked by the reappearance of the 
dog and the threat to his tenancy. 

  A short-term tenancy agreement was put in place as a leverage 
to improve Doug’s behaviour and to try to address the issue of 
the dog.  

  Just at the point when his tenancy agreement was once more 
about to terminate Doug found that his wife was likely to 
be jailed for a drug related crime. The care arrangements for 
his children would be reconsidered. Doug cleaned up his 
accommodation and, agreeing he had an anger management 
problem, entered counselling through the victims of crime 
program. His children were able to come and live with him. A 
good parent, Doug ensured his children attended school and 
were well fed, and that the apartment was maintained. He took 
them to the library and supported their recreational activities.

  His son is a gifted rugby player and Doug received an offer for 
the family to relocate interstate so that his son’s skills could 
be further developed. He declined the offer, worried about 
accommodation and his capacity to cope in a large city. This 
decision about opportunities and risks is one of many hard 
choices people like Doug and his son frequently face.

  Still anxious about safety following his bashing, and with his 
children the target of racist comments at school, Doug wanted 
to move out of Alice Springs. His tenancy was once more under 
threat and he wanted to keep his dog.  
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  Anglicare helped arrange accommodation in Katherine that was 
more suitable for Doug, his children and the dog.  

  Doug had a home for his children and the dog in a location 
where he felt comfortable. His behaviour is much more social 
and he continues to receive victims of crime counselling from 
the same service and counsellor—positive support for his  
fresh start.

Anglicare NT will continue to encourage his transition through 
support in managing property and income, obtaining employment 
and social skills. Dogs may not seem a core concern for agencies 
such as Anglicare NT but solving the tension between the dog and the 
accommodation is an important part of the story. 

Doug’s love and motivation to care for his children were critical in 
changing his situation. He became more tolerant and less aggressive:  
a major turning point for him. 

CoMPLex CirCUMStanCeS neeD CoMPLex reSPonSeS 
… PLUS PatienCe

Over the years the difficult circumstances in the NT and for Alice 
Springs have been recognised by state and federal governments. 
Most recently we’ve seen major initiatives such as The Intervention 
(the Northern Territory Emergency Response Act 2007), Closing the 
Gap (established in 2008 by COAG) and the NT Government’s Alice 
Springs Transformation Plan (FaHCSIA 2009b). 

In 2008 COAG reached agreement on a $4.6 billion program to 
address gaps and shortfalls in existing Commonwealth, state and 
territory initiatives for Indigenous people. Key ‘building blocks’ to 
meet the targets are early childhood, schooling, health, economic 
participation, healthy home, safe communities, and governance and 
leadership. The Brotherhood of St Laurence-Melbourne Institute  
Social Exclusion Monitor framework, outlined in Michael Horn’s essay 
in this publication, could help determine if current and future policies 
are working. 

Progress is being made against the Closing the Gap targets. Significant 
improvements in Indigenous child mortality in recent years are 
encouraging although the gap remains between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous people with the triple challenges of high birth rates among 
young mothers, low birth weight of newborns and high levels of 
smoking among pregnant women. 

The implications for their children begin with low birth weights and 
continue into impacts on growth rates, cognitive functioning, literacy 
acquisition, school attendance, low participation in the workforce and 
a raft of health outcomes. Improvements are marginal and the gap 
remains much too wide. If this is the case, we have to not only persist 70
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but consider the strategies that appear to be worth persisting with—
even while we wait for definitive and long-term data. We also need to 
examine what could make our strategies work better. The discussion 
below looks at this in the light of a successful model and the pressures 
on non-government organisations. 

a worKabLe MoDeL: CoMMUnitieS For ChiLDren

Many of the poor outcomes described above have their origins in 
early childhood. Communities for Children (CfC) is a federally funded 
partnership with local non-government organisations (NGOs) and 
communities, which recognises the importance of children’s early 
years to their later health and wellbeing. It aims to offset some of the 
early risk factors, discussed above, with protective factors including 
good mother and baby health and nutrition, improved parent 
relationship and parenting skills as well as family connection to wider 
social networks.

The NT has four of these CfC programs each with a facilitating partner 
acting as a broker to engage smaller local organisations in delivering 
activities in the community. They are part of the wider and urgent 
investment made by governments in the last five years that include 
the Intervention, the Closing the Gap initiative and the Alice Springs 
Transformation Plan mentioned above.

Communities for Children activities, decided in conjunction with local 
communities can include home visiting, early learning and literacy 
programs, early development of social and communication skills, 
parenting and family support programs, child nutrition and community 
events to celebrate the importance of children, families and the early 
years. Anglicare NT is the facilitating partner in two of these programs: 
in the East Arnhem and Alice Springs regions.

Communities for Children has proved to be an excellent model with 
many positive elements and good strategies both for early childhood 
development and for community building. As well as CfC’s project 
goals, sound policy direction and proper evaluation of performance, 
the governance arrangements ensure different organisations are 
involved on governance bodies. This achieves ‘buy-in’ from key 
people and groups. It sets up connections between institutions, 
agencies and groups that might not otherwise happen and ensures 
individuals, families and leadership groups become involved. 
Communities for Children’s emphasis on client input and its flexibility 
to achieve goals in the way that best suits the clients and their location 
also are important features. 

For community and non-government organisations the model’s three 
year funding and contracted participating partners are two essential 
components that assist continuity and stability of operations. It also 
is acutely focused on sustainable services and uses early childhood 71
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policies and local strategies that are grounded in evidence. In these 
ways the program picks up on many criticisms levelled at similar 
initiatives and the kinds of risks identified in Michael Horn’s essay. 

Some of the benefits I’ve seen arising from this program are that 
children and early childhood are the focal point. It has improved 
community interest in, awareness of and capacity to respond to 
children’s needs. Traditionally adult-focused services are finding 
enhanced ways of working with children and families.

Benefits flow from community members and community institutions 
working together to improve children’s early experiences and their 
health, development and wellbeing. Improved coordination of  
services and institutions and stronger networks are exactly the kind  
of changes that bring about better outcomes for individuals and 
increase social inclusion. 

The model is one that the NT government also supports with efforts 
to restructure government services, funding arrangements and service 
delivery and promises to further engage the NGOs in developing 
better models of funding, accountability and achieving outcomes. 

It’s a work in progress and while indicators are hopeful, some of CfC’s 
best features—the gradual building of trust, its focus on children 
and the increase in adult awareness of and interest in responding to 
children’s needs—have to be nurtured. Changes to well-designed 
models  or the desire to make them do more, can have unintended 
consequences for communities and governments. They need careful 
consideration. A recent move to incorporate income management for 
teenage mothers of very young children is an example (ABC TV 2011). 
Even well-intended adaptations such as this—aimed at promoting 
education and links to workforce participation among young women 
with little of either—can easily turn hard-won engagement and trust 
into ‘tools’ for achieving an agenda. The original focus on community 
and children can be diluted. Jo Flanagan’s essay takes up this theme.

bUiLDing CentreS oF CaPaCity 

Another initiative addresses the wider context for children’s and 
families’ lives and the infrastructure and investments that communities 
need. The Federal and NT governments’ Local Implementation Plans 
(LIPs) heavily invest in both infrastructure and human capital to 
create typical urban environments and associated support services 
in 20 identified remote towns. The goal is to deliver, over time, the 
same kinds of services and facilities that would be available in any 
Australian town of comparable size, location and need, and is similar 
to infrastructure and housing upgrades taking place in and around 
Alice Springs. The project attracts criticisms on costs, whether it will 
be sustained and whether underlying barriers to each community’s 
engagement and capacity will lead to yet another failed intervention. 72
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Another criticism is that it does not provide for smaller outstations with 
very small populations that nevertheless remain vital to Aboriginal 
culture. There is also concern that the focus on growth towns will 
divert resources from major and still unmet community services and 
support needs in all regional areas, including Alice Springs. 

Passing on ownership of the LIPs to local communities is a good 
approach however there are still questions about the viability of the 
strategy. Some of the challenges it faces are the demographics of the 
community, the harshness of the country, extremes of weather making 
access seasonal and the significant costs of building and maintaining 
infrastructure. The development of commercial and social enterprises 
will need ongoing support. What it does do, consistent with social 
inclusion, is use the human capital of individuals to build community 
capacity. There are opportunities and while it will take years and 
probably billions of dollars to establish and keep sustainable, the 
benefits for the future could be immense. It is difficult to argue with 
the proposition that traditional owners of our land should be given a 
greater say in their own future and ours.

Calls continue for governments to give control of funding and 
responsibility for services back to Indigenous people. Yet there appears 
a degree of reluctance to go too far down this path. Anglicare NT 
recognises the importance of returning control and empowering 
Indigenous organisations to take greater responsibility for services 
to Indigenous people. We think our future role would be to offer 
expertise, where we have it, and add value to support better outcomes 
for Indigenous people. Greater ownership in the communities to 
develop infrastructure and people will improve their capacities to 
become more socially inclusive. 

PreSSUreS on ngoS

Anglicare NT’s work is part of a much bigger partnership that 
chips away at overall disadvantage in the Territory. The problems of 
education, health and economic participation are still urgent and 
immense. While we have a greater understanding of the extent of the 
problem, significant gaps remain in data. One problem is uncertainty 
about new investments and policies—whether they will address the 
problems and mechanisms for putting solutions in place.  

Keeping a balance between focusing on small gains and large-scale 
statistics is the challenge in a world where governments appear to 
place growing responsibility on NGOs for complex service delivery 
previously the province of governments. NGOs have a good history 
of delivering value for money in areas where governments have 
sometimes struggled. This model allows government to be arms 
length from delivery yet ensure safe, quality service within funding 
parameters. Hypothetically it allows the non-government sector to 
continue to support, lobby, criticise or initiate policy changes. 73
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Pressures on NGOs include the competitive short-term tendering 
environment. Funding via competitive tendering may provide the best 
price but can result in a bare essentials approach to deliverables. It 
restricts agencies’ capacity building and expertise, the development 
of infrastructure to deliver services, and the ability to recruit, retain 
staff and accommodate staff in remote places. Building relationships 
with communities and the trust and respect of clients over the long 
term is another casualty of short-term competitive tendering. Fair 
Work Australia’s recent pay and conditions decision is an important 
milestone but does not address many employment issues faced by 
NGOs, particularly in regional and remote areas. The unique features 
of the Alice Springs population, such as the high levels of transience 
and joblessness canvassed earlier in this essay, need to be accounted 
for in tendering and contract arrangements. 

Another challenge for NGOs is harnessing the capacity of the large 
potential Indigenous workforce that could be developed as resource 
for the long term. Major barriers for both Indigenous people and 
for employers that affect recruitment, development and retention of 
Indigenous staff, need to be addressed. Anglicare NT would like to 
increase its Aboriginal staff—currently 17 per cent of its workforce—
but consider the competitive tendering process does not allow the 
time, funding and capacity to increase employment to the numbers  
we would like. 

Moves by governments towards unit costing represent another 
challenge to NGOs. In particular, without a cost weight index that 
recognises the unique demographics of the NT, the current problems 
described above would be further compounded. In the NT the NGOs 
have a staff turnover of 52 per cent which reflects partly the low salary, 
the transient nature of the workforce, affordability of establishing a 
residence, professional isolation, little respite from clients in remote 
areas, and so on. It adds a significant cost burden to organisations and 
has a detrimental impact on delivering services. Again, an issue that is 
partly an adverse side effect of competitive tendering. 

Another side effect of tendering is the proliferation of service 
providers. Government figures suggest that between 1200 and 2000 
service providers deliver support services in various forms and means 
across the growth towns and larger indigenous communities. Mapping 
the exact number and the nature of services is nearly impossible. The 
sheer number of providers has implications for the cost and expertise 
of delivery, as well as ensuring ownership of the issues and trust 
between clients and providers is suspect.  

Learning FroM the heaLth SeCtor 

Looking at health services in smaller communities, it is usually 
the medical hospital, multipurpose facility or medical clinic that 
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becomes the focus of the community’s health services. The health 
sector has a comprehensive network of teaching, regional, rural and 
remote services to provide a full range of acute, aged, mental health 
and community health services. The health sector also places a lot 
of emphasis on developing partnerships: with GP networks, local 
government, private and other public health service providers. These 
partnerships are behind the expanding use of e-health and ensuring 
that the health system is seamless and patient centred as they move 
from one setting to the next. Individuals, communities, towns and 
cities form a greater alliance, one that is more than the sum of its parts. 
Through that alliance they develop a partnership of mutual trust and 
respect to ensure services are accessible, relevant and safe. 

Compared with public health services the delivery of community 
services appears to be much more fragmented, making the connection 
of clients to the services more difficult. While there is a degree 
of cooperation between some NGOs and a commitment to fulfil 
contracts and deliver good outcomes, the competitive nature of the 
tendering process can prevent NGOs and the communities they 
serve from taking the same ownership of the problems that are more 
apparent in the health sector. Closer ties to the health system should 
also be developed so that not only are services seamless within a 
sector, they are seamless between sectors, in order that patient/client 
care and support are more holistic and person centred.

In health and other service sectors most people can exercise choice. In 
the community sector generally funding agencies choose the provider; 
clients in the past had little input about whom they preferred. Having 
choice means having possession of the issue and the empowerment 
to be in control or least have a say about how services are delivered, 
and by whom. The argument about choice has surfaced in recent 
years in another and controversial area concerning ownership versus 
public housing in remote and rural Indigenous communities. In an 
article in The Weekend Australian Hughes et al (2011) canvassed their 
research into house ownership by Indigenous people (Hughes et al 
2010). They suggest there are still major issues and billions of dollars 
wasted and consider one cause to be that Indigenous people in remote 
communities are unable to exercise choice over buying or renting 
public housing. This, they point out, is an option open to many in the 
wider Australian community. Matters are made more complex by land 
rights and head leases. While governments have acknowledged the 
issue, their policies to date don’t seem to address it. In the meantime 
inadequate housing and overcrowding continue to be significant 
factors behind remote Indigenous poverty and dysfunction. Of course, 
the issues apply not just to remote communities but also those closer 
to Alice Springs. According to Hughes et al (2011) the inability to own 
their house reinforces the dispossession of Indigenous Australians. We 
may find this is just the beginning of an intense national conversation. 75
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At its heart are significantly different ways of understanding Aboriginal 
people’s relationship to land.

SUStaineD Change 

The commitments made to date by all governments are a step towards 
change but governments must continue to work together to sustain this 
partnership and achieve real results measured against the targets.  

Tackling Indigenous disadvantage is a national responsibility and 
a national challenge. It demands ongoing collaboration between 
all levels of government working in partnership with Indigenous 
Australians, the corporate sector and community organisations. 

Beyond government, there is a role for each individual, family and 
community to take responsibility for rebuilding the social norms that 
are the foundation of lasting change. Governments must support this. 
Positive social norms lead to personal choices that result in healthier 
individuals and families and greater life opportunities. 

Governments are working to find solutions to the complex problems 
that underpin Indigenous disadvantage and that have been decades in 
the making. Major reforms and unprecedented investment have been 
made in education, health, employment, remote housing and services, 
governance and infrastructure. 

Clear targets have been set to close the gap in life expectancy and in 
the areas of early childhood, health, education and employment, and 
building blocks are in place to focus effort for sustained change. An 
independent and regular reporting framework has been established 
through the Council of Australian Governments Reform Council to 
make sure that governments at every level are accountable. 

There’s a natural impatience in government and across Australia to 
hear about outcomes and completion. Those magic words: ‘we’re 
done here. That big effort, that big investment we put in, well, it’s 
worked. Our job’s finished.’ But that’s not how it works. 

I consider government reforms are heading in the right direction 
and Anglicare NT needs to keep reporting to Aboriginal people, 
governments, media, citizens and supporters about what’s happening, 
what we’re doing with government funds and community donations. 
Communities have a right to ask—just as we ask of ourselves—if it’s 
working and to ask how we can do better and learn more. 

Anglicare in Alice Springs has grown out of services that have been 
here for more than 60 years. We are here for the unforseeable future. 
One thing is sure, the statistics we report to you are not always 
going to be encouraging. In some areas the figures are going to get 
worse before they get better. This is already true in the area of child 
protection notifications. The devastation of foetal alcohol syndrome 
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will be felt for some time into the future. But this is not reason to 
be deflected or dismayed. If we keep in mind the long term and the 
children of Faye and Doug, the statistics can help us prepare rather 
than despair. Improvements in preschool and family support services, 
the rewards of programs like Communities for Children are cause for 
hope and renewed effort. Just as the restoration of a proud beautiful 
old home, one that has been here before us and will be here after us, 
takes time and commitment, just as it will look worse before it looks 
better and will need ongoing maintenance, so too we have to stay 
committed, stay here. We have to be with Faye and Doug, listening to 
what they need, supporting them to make decisions large and small 
that restore their lives. Working in partnership with the people and 
communities around us. We have to see it through. Just as they do.
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The week I sat down to write this paper was 
the same week that Australian viewers watched 
images of a Tasmanian community protesting 
loudly and angrily against the proposal to build 
an immigration detention centre in their area. 
The community’s concern was not about the 
human rights of asylum seekers; it was that 
asylum seekers—from countries they viewed 
with great suspicion—would, for a while, 
be coming to live near them. Self-appointed 
spokespeople said in interviews that this was a 
threat to them, their lifestyle and particularly to 
their children. The leaders’ response to this—
proffered by the Department of Immigration, 
the Tasmanian Government and Unions 
Tasmania—was that the construction of a 
high security prison would be a great thing for 
Tasmanians. We would be able to get work—
building the prison and as prison guards. The 
community was also reassured that it would 

CoMMUnity. 
iDentity. 
StabiLity.

While other essays examined communities under 
pressure—social and economic dislocation, mineral 
booms and the economic ebbs and flows in regional 
centres—in this essay JO FLANAGAN examines the 
broader concept of communities and community 
development. Taking its title from the slogan wielded 
in Aldous Huxley’s fictional Brave New World, her 
essay warns communities might be wise to be wary 
when governments come calling.



S
ta

te
 o

f th
e
 f

a
m

ily
 R

e
p

o
rt —

S
ta

y
in

g
 p

o
w

e
r

not have to share anything—not sporting facilities, not doctors, not 
dentists—with asylum seekers. Frightened, misinformed and racist 
comments appeared in the unmoderated blogs attached to local media 
websites. Regardless of your position on whether Australia should put 
people being processed for asylum in high security prisons, you would 
have to agree that this was a depressing context for a discussion of 
community. This was community that defined itself by negatives—by 
fear, anger, hostility, exclusion and denial of both the humanity and 
human rights of other people. 

You might wonder at the choice of this story as a starting point for 
this essay but it highlights interesting aspects about our love affair 
with communities including what Rhonda Galbally (who was given 
an Order of Australia for her work with community organisations) 
describes as their brutal nature (Galbally 2006). And while telling the 
story, I’m no cynic about community. One of the many things I love 
about Tasmania is its very welcoming history with asylum seekers and 
refugees. We have high settlement rates in this state and high levels of 
volunteering to assist refugee settlement. In fact, one of the laments 
often heard down here is that the refugee communities, whose energy, 
drive, food and music makes regional towns like ours buzz, so often 
leave and head to the mainland looking for housing and jobs.  

And of course there is a different story to tell, even of that community 
meeting—of the number of people there who went to speak in support 
of asylum seekers and of the local who came out of the meeting 
and did her first ever media interview, with ABC Radio National. 
Undaunted she said, ‘I don’t think it’s right what they were saying in 
there. You shouldn’t say things like that about people because of their 
religion. Those people don’t speak for everyone.’ 

The proposed detention centre will be in the municipality of Brighton. 
Brighton is a rapidly growing area on the northern fringe of Hobart. 
The Australian Bureau of Statistics produces an Index of Relative 
Socioeconomic Disadvantage (IRSD) based on measures of low 
income, low educational attainment, high unemployment and jobs 
in relatively unskilled occupations. On this index Brighton scores 
one, putting it with the most disadvantaged communities in Australia 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics 2006). It has a high proportion of single 
parent families and a low rate of participation in full-time secondary 
education (20 per cent lower than Australian averages and particularly 
low among Aboriginal youth). It also has a higher rate of premature 
mortality than Australia as a whole and relatively more people with 
chronic health conditions than Australia as a whole (Public Health 
Information Development Unit 2005). And while the Brighton area has 
poor access to public infrastructure, including public transport, one in 
ten households has no motor vehicle. (This figure hides the frightening 
number of low income Tasmanians who drive unregistered cars). At 
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the same time, there are people living in Brighton who are relatively 
affluent, so the social stratification in the area is quite evident. With 
governments anxious to address problems faced by people living 
in disadvantaged communities, Brighton is a hive of activity for 
community development and ‘place-based responses’ to disadvantage. 

The commentary about this meeting and subsequent public disquiet 
talked a lot about community—about community spirit, community 
consultation and community leadership. But as the statistics listed 
above suggest, greater community engagement about the detention 
centre wouldn’t have resolved any of the deep-seated underlying 
issues for the community, which is struggling with significant 
problems brought about by structural forces beyond its control and 
whose members are anxious about unemployment, poverty, poor 
infrastructure and a lack of housing. Nor would it resolve the issue that 
sometimes it is just not possible for everyone concerned to agree on 
what, or who, their community is.

a giFt oF togetherneSS

Given what an important concept ‘community’ is in current public 
policy programs it’s extraordinary to realise that it’s not completely 
clear what politicians, grant funders and policy makers—or even 
residents—are talking about when they extol its importance and 
power. A community could be a group of people living in the same 
area, with the same government. Or it could be the region in which 
that group lives. It could be a group of people with common interests 
or a group that sit separate from the broader population for some 
reason, like the Deaf community, or a new and emerging community. 
In 1979 some earnest sociologists sifted through reams of quantitative 
and qualitative literature and concluded that there are 125 definitions 
of community and that all the 125 have in common is that they all 
deal with people (Willis et al 1979, cited in Hamman 1997). To the 
old Romans, who provided us with the root of the word, communitas 
meant the spirit of social equality and solidarity; the intensity of  
the meaning is reflected in the fact that munas means gift—the gift  
of togetherness.

Do we iDeaLiSe CoMMUnitieS?

It’s not surprising then that in spite of its overuse, the word is a 
powerful one for us. The notion of community draws on potent ideas 
of collectivism and equality. Ideas and stories of community are 
strongly imbued with sentiment and nostalgia, but it’s often nostalgia 
for a time when we were all more ‘alike’—when we were safer, 
happier, better, when old people were treated with respect, people 
left casseroles on the back door step, and the children walked to 
school. And discussions about community are thick with rhetoric, 
rhetoric which is often captured to present us with a vision of what 83
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communities should be like. Put ‘united communities’ into a search 
engine and it returns 251 million hits, ‘powerful communities’ 
returns 74 million, ‘inclusive communities’, 59 million and ‘strong 
communities’ returns 22 million. Speaking of a key governmental 
instrument like the US federal budget, George W Bush was quite 
capable of statements like, ‘It’s clearly a budget. It’s got a lot of 
numbers in it.’ But when it came to communities, he focused nicely. 
He told the American people, ‘We are a nation of communities, a 
brilliant diversity spread like stars, like a thousand points of light in  
a broad and peaceful sky.’ 

Well, you might be thinking, so what? What does it matter what 
community exactly means when we talk about it? Whatever your 
politics, whether you cheer for participatory democracy or you want 
to see government march in and make people pull their socks up, 
everyone seems to agree that what matters is that we get resources 
and support into local areas so people can address the problems that 
beset them there. But words do matter. They have power. They can 
stop thought. They can get a currency all their own and they can drive 
policy and funding directions in ways that are not always helpful.

the hiStory oF CoMMUnity DeveLoPMent

While communities have always organised themselves around local 
problems, funded community development in Australia owes much 
to the legacy of the Australian Assistance Plan (AAP). This was a 
Whitlam government experiment, launched in 1973. It was an effort to 
redistribute resources and deliver social planning and welfare services 
in local areas, driven by autonomous community-based authorities. 
These authorities included representatives of local government, federal 
and state government, but importantly they also included community 
organisations of all kinds, and individuals living in particular areas. A 
core principle of the AAP was community participation in the planning 
and development of welfare programs, including the participation 
of socially isolated and disadvantaged groups. The AAP was a highly 
contentious attempt at ‘community management’ of social and 
health services with a broad range of interest groups emerging and 
critiquing government policy. In 1975 the State of Victoria took the 
Commonwealth Government to the High Court, arguing that it did not 
have the power to appropriate sums for locally-based councils to do 
social development. The Court, considering core constitutional issues 
such as the Commonwealth’s executive power (and appropriations 
power), narrowly decided in its favour, but the AAP was nevertheless 
abolished by the Fraser government in 1977 (Spry 2004). 

By the 1990s neo-liberal governments were beginning to wane in 
the UK and had begun their period of ascendancy in Australia. They 
emphasised family and community but had an economic focus. 
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They believed community provision of welfare services, family 
and voluntary responsibility for ‘community care’ would be more 
efficient and cost-effective. They believed that the ‘concentrations of 
disadvantage’ in public housing estates were caused by economic 
inefficiencies in public service provision (which could be corrected 
by privatisation) and a dependency on welfare. Putting responsibility 
back on communities was these governments’ way to prune back 
the welfare state and privatise social problems and service provision 
(Meekosha and Mowbray 1995, cited in Wood et al 2002 p. 6). So for 
example in the UK, ‘care in the community’, the Thatcher government 
program of outsourcing services and deinstitutionalising people who 
would otherwise have been looked after in long-stay or residential 
institutions, had as key goals capping public expenditure and shifting 
responsibility for service provision on to community organisations 
and families. And in Australia, former prime minister John Howard 
described his government’s goals as ‘mutually reinforcing elements’, 
‘liberalism in economic policy and … “modern conservatism” in 
social policy’ (Howard 1999, cited in Hess and Adams 2007 p. 5). 

More recent Australian Labor governments have been greatly 
influenced by the ‘third way’, ‘post socialism’, most strongly 
associated with the Blair government in the UK, which had an 
emphasis on addressing social exclusion. Michael Horn, in his essay 
earlier in this publication, describes how social exclusion expanded 
thinking about poverty beyond income measures to look at the 
experience of being on the social outer, and the ways in which people 
are forced there. 

However, as Michael also points out, the emphasis on identifying 
groups or places experiencing ‘deep exclusion’ has also raised 
concerns that this has been used to support approaches which look  
for faults in the characters of the people experiencing exclusion and  
to justify blaming and punitive responses to people who are poor  
and disadvantaged. 

This emphasis on the wide range of causes of exclusion has also 
diverted attention away from the fact that addressing the pitifully poor 
income that people get through income support payments is central to 
tackling exclusion (through tackling old-fashioned income poverty).

the vaLUe oF CoMMUnity engageMent

There are many positives that come from the participation of 
community members. Participation strategies in themselves have 
led to positive changes for the community—regardless of other 
outcomes—including increased satisfaction and quality of life. It 
appears that community participation can lead to greater community 
self help, community empowerment, stronger social networks and 
neighbourhood entrepreneurship (Arthurson 2003 p. 361).
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And community empowerment plays an important role as a driver 
of ideas and development in a representative democracy. There 
are community groups out there—some tiny—that have battled for 
decades to have their voices heard and their experiences used to drive 
reform of social policy and government and community services.  
Part of the enthusiasm felt for community groups by anyone who has 
spent time around them is the energy and spirit they inject when they 
are firing—the camaraderie, dynamism and feisty good humour of 
people standing up for what they know and believe in is a great joy  
to be around. 

We know that the participation of community members—clients—in 
decision-making roles in community organisations and associations 
can play an important role in improving the quality of services 
delivered to communities. It can tackle the stigmatisation of people 
with particular illnesses or problems, and it can assist in rebuilding 
communities after collective trauma. Community participation is 
particularly important when community advocates represent people 
who depend on public services and there is little choice in service 
provision or outlets for seeking change. 

It makes sense—we all want to be consulted in the decisions that 
affect us. As Virginia Woolf said, ‘Even the lowest of the low deserve 
some say in their own prescription. This is what defines humanity.’ 

how governMentS oF aLL ShaDeS view 
CoMMUnity DeveLoPMent

So community engagement/development/capacity building is now 
the cornerstone of policy for governments of all shades, but all come 
to it from different perspectives. What they have in common is that 
they have attempted to do this work while chronically underfunding 
it. Sometimes the name given to the work with communities reflects 
how much funding and time the community development workers 
have. For example, it has been suggested that the difference between 
‘community development’ and ‘community capacity building’ is 
how long the work is designed to go for. ‘Community development 
is normally considered to require a long-term input whereas capacity 
building is often described as a relatively short-term intervention’ 
(Wood et al 2002 p. 12). 

What does this mean on the ground? Using my own state as an 
example, Tasmania has quite a few challenges that are shared in 
varying degrees by other states. We have high levels of dependence 
on Commonwealth benefits (34 per cent of the population), and high 
living costs including rapidly escalating electricity bills, poor public 
infrastructure, an ageing population and high rates of disability. A 
cash-strapped state government has looked to the market to provide 
the answers—essential services such as electricity, water and public 
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transport have been corporatised and are becoming increasingly 
unaffordable to low income Tasmanians, and Australian and Tasmanian 
Government policies have undermined the public housing system  
and put responsibility for the provision of affordable housing on the 
private rental market. The failure of the private rental market to deliver 
has caused terrible hardship. And like the rest of Australia there has 
also been a withdrawal of infrastructure (such as banks and services) 
from communities. 

Discussions about how to build social cohesion in an increasingly 
individualistic and fragmented society have focused on the 
possibilities of ‘social capital’: the social relationships that have 
productive benefits. Much of the literature on social capital links 
it explicitly to membership of community groups or volunteer 
activity but such activity could only be a very partial answer to the 
failure of both market and state in response to disadvantage. So the 
problem with the re-emergence of community development as a key 
government activity is that it has happened not just in the context of 
growing inequalities at the grass-roots level, but also the retreat of 
government from public service provision, the failure of the market 
place to fill the gap, and a shift in how we fund and view our social 
security system. Instead of being the safety net under all citizens, it 
is now pushed to the margins—it is the ‘welfare’ system for those 
who have been left behind. More and more it is being described as a 
‘residualised’ system—the safety net for the residue. What community 
could possibly be the answer to all these problems? 

In the UK there have been community development programs working 
in some of the most depressed housing estates (such as Easterhouse 
in Glasgow) for up to 30 years. Some of these are now called ‘sink’ 
estates, a term apparently coined by media to describe the lowest 
depths a community can descend to. The outcomes of the community 
development projects on employment and health outcomes in these 
estates appear to be minimal. What emerges from the descriptions 
of these communities though is that just as some people don’t 
have the resources, financial or personal, to provide assistance to 
their neighbours, or even to their own children or parents, some 
communities can’t, maybe don’t even want to, provide support to 
all their members. But then one of the challenges of community 
development work is knowing how to judge success and failure. 
Given the contexts of deprivation and social and economic dislocation 
they were working in, it is difficult to really tell the effect of the ‘sink 
estate’ community development programs. Perhaps they enabled those 
communities to minimise, even if only temporarily, some of the effects 
of the significant economic decline they were facing. 

This discussion does not mean to undermine the importance of 
community development work, just to point out that its outcomes 
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can be more nebulous than those sought by its funders because in 
spite of few clear measures of success, ‘community’ has caught the 
imagination of policy makers as a response to the social problems 
we are experiencing in Australia. Drawing on our nostalgia and 
sentiment about them, or perhaps more kindly, on our hope that we 
can minimise the damage of economic and social dislocation and 
protect what we value, we now have policy directions based on the 
proposition that communities can and will be places which take 
responsibility for their own wellbeing, that can, must and will support 
and nurture individuals and families. 

the way we Do CoMMUnity DeveLoPMent MatterS

So there are three problems with depending on community as a way 
of addressing social and economic inequities. The first problem is 
when community involvement is not about self-determination, but 
is simply a way for government to reach its objectives. The second is 
that it can be done badly, and the third is that we can allow work in 
communities, at local area or household level, to divert us from the 
bigger picture. 

not SeLF-DeterMination bUt SoCiaL ControL

The issue is that process is not power. Communities often don’t set  
the agenda for their own development—invariably it is far more 
powerful players that do so. In a 2002 conference paper two 
community development workers from the Mornington Peninsula  
in Victoria argued: 

  Governments have chosen the key principles, the underpinning 
theories, the various models (e.g. community capacity building, 
neighbourhood renewal, community regeneration, etc.), the 
funding eligibility criteria and application processes … Most 
application forms for government funding require groups 
to indicate clearly how their project is compatible with the 
government priorities stated in the accompanying Information 
for Applicants documentation. Community building is simply 
another government-driven solution for community problems 
(Murphy and Cauchi 2002 p. 2).

Both our current and previous governments have clear ideas and 
expectations about what characteristics a community should have.  
At the moment any community that doesn’t match these expectations 
is seen to be lacking; its problems caused by the individual failings of 
its members. 

The Howard government was concerned with raising workforce 
participation rates and reducing dependence on income support 
payments. It wanted to do this within the context of an ideological 
commitment to individual choice, responsibility and the sovereignty of 88
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the market. It commissioned a report into the income support system 
to guide its restructuring of the Australian welfare system within 
this framework. The resulting report—the McClure Report (1999)—
emphasised the obligations of communities, individuals and business 
to promote the goal of raising workforce participation rates. While the 
report acknowledged that disadvantaged communities would need 
support to do this, it stated clearly that such support should be in the 
direction of the government’s goals: 

  … in a very real way, it is the community itself that has to take 
collective responsibility for its own wellbeing … All levels of 
government need to continue and increase their resourcing of 
community capacity building, particularly in the development 
of leadership in community-defined projects to improve 
opportunities for economic and social participation. 

The McClure Report also gives us clear direction about what the 
leadership would look like:

  Expectations of social obligations upon and between individuals 
are deeply embedded within the varied cultural traditions that 
constitute the Australian community. In the context of this report 
some of the more common expectations may be summarised  
to include:

 •  providing assistance to friends and neighbours in need 
(informal social assistance)

 •  taking an active interest in matters that affect our 
neighbourhood, state and country

 •  working with others to address matters of shared concern 
(and not waiting for someone else, perhaps the government, 
to ‘do something’)

 •  through gifts of time and money, support other members  
of the community working to address issues that impact 
upon all

 •  the responsibility of parents to look after the needs of their 
children and for adult children to look after their frail aged 
parents 

 (Reference Group on Welfare Reform (RGWR) 2000 p. 39).

It’s a prescriptive list. Indeed if we added ‘attend the dawn service’  
and ‘honour mateship’ we could have the script of a political parody. 
But it’s not funny for people living in communities that don’t tick  
these boxes. 

If a good or successful community is one that demonstrates these 
characteristics, and is empowered or entrepreneurial, those that 
aren’t must be lacking, unable to meet ‘common expectations’. 
The really bad communities are not only seen to lack them; they 
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even, as a collection of families, lack that most fundamental human 
characteristic—a concern for their own children. Entire communities 
can be described as ‘dysfunctional’, ‘damaged’ and in need of rescue. 
The disdain felt and expressed for disadvantaged individuals gets 
amplified to a community level. To be a ‘welfare recipient’ is to be 
shamed. Communities with high rates of unemployment, ageing and 
disability are ‘welfare dependent’. In this environment government 
services such as the income support system become a tool to 
effect social or behavioural change—to quote Minister Macklin, a 
way ‘to foster individual responsibility’ in communities described 
by conservative media as dominated by households ‘crippled by 
alcoholism and unable to manage their own children’ (Kelly 2010).

This view can also feed the assumption that these qualities are absent 
until people are given the opportunity to participate in a community 
engagement process. There are times when community engagement in 
disadvantaged areas is promoted as an opportunity for people living in 
that area to develop skills or relationships that they are deficient in, to 
be trained to be active and responsible citizens. 

engageMent that ignoreS or DiSMiSSeS  
the CoMMUnity

Even without these broader concerns, sometimes community 
engagement, or consultation, or participation strategies are just 
very poorly done. Some community development projects never 
really intend to engage with the community in any real sense at 
all. In reality they are simply a way for those with authority to give 
people in communities information on policy changes that will 
happen regardless of what the people living there think or want. 
And in fairness to the Tasmanians in Brighton municipality who 
are upset about the detention centre, this is what the ‘community 
consultation’ in that area did. When asked if he had consulted with 
the local community Federal Minister Chris Bowen said yes, he had 
rung the Tasmanian premier prior to making the announcement. The 
community meeting that was called in response to local agitation 
was originally called to tell people about the design of the detention 
centre. Sometimes there is a community engagement process but it 
is a nonsense—people are offered choice and decision-making rights 
about completely peripheral issues while the major changes occur 
whether they like it or not. The example a colleague of mine likes 
to give is of the public housing tenants who were told that a major 
reconstruction of their housing was occurring regardless of their 
objections but who were offered the opportunity to choose the colour 
of the bathroom in their new housing. 

Sometimes community wishes are dismissed as expensive or 
inconvenient. To return to Brighton, where a desperately sad story has 
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just played out. Over the past three years in Brighton a $164 million 
construction program has been underway around the Jordan River area 
to improve road access to Hobart and construct a new purpose-built 
hub for train and container freight movements. Prior to any significant 
construction work, archaeological explorations are conducted by 
scientists and Aboriginal heritage officers, in consultation with 
members of the Aboriginal community. However, in this instance 
that consultation process resulted in nothing that met the Aboriginal 
community’s needs or wishes. 

With construction looming, archaeological explorations of the site 
found evidence of occupation of the Jordan River flood plain area 
of great antiquity—possibly 40 000 years—which would make it the 
most southerly site of human occupation of that era. The site also 
showed tools dating from the time of colonisation which may have 
showed evidence of cultural exchanges between the Aboriginal and 
white communities. This was a site that might have told the world 
much not just about Aboriginal history, but, because of its antiquity, 
about the history of all humanity. The consultant archaeologists 
employed to assess the site pronounced it ‘a site of high cultural and 
archaeological significance on both a national and international scale. 
As such it is imperative that the site be conserved’ (Cultural Heritage 
Management Australia (CHMA) 2010 p. 59). 

For the Aboriginal people it was not just the knowledge. There is a 
deep emotional connection with the site. These were the camping 
grounds of the Mumirimina, the people who were subjected to the 
first mass slaughter in Tasmania, at Risdon Cove. The Aboriginal 
community fought hard to stop construction on the site, supported 
by archaeologists who helped in attempts to have the area National 
and World Heritage listed. However, in spite of years of delays, 
protests, occupation of the site, court challenges and 21 arrests, 
construction continued. Alternative proposals were explored but they 
were expensive and discarded as being unable to provide the same 
level of safe transport. So the story, which the principal archaeologist 
employed to assess the site described as ‘the deep history of Tasmania’, 
is now partly under a flyover, and partly buried under tar. In May, 
when the fight against the construction was finally lost, the Aboriginal 
community returned one last time to do a farewell ceremony. They 
entered the site surrounded by a large police presence. A friend of 
mine walked in with them and described it this way: ‘You could feel 
this fear, and they looked whipped, but they kept walking. I just kept 
thinking: you poor bastards. I kept saying to [an Elder], “How did it 
come to this?”.’ How did it come to this?

However distressing that day was, the Tasmanian Aboriginal 
community who participated in that campaign have not given up. They 
have begun a new phase in what will undoubtedly be a long fight to 
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force an improvement in cultural heritage protection. The lesson of 
this story though is that even where people define themselves as a 
community, share a sense of purpose and clear goals, have articulate 
leadership, even a willingness to accept the consequences of civil 
disobedience and strong external support, they can be ignored.

Sometimes community development or engagement processes might 
try to support community self-determination but are so poorly funded, 
or have such unrealistic timeframes that it is not possible for them 
to achieve their goals. Short-term responses to community problems 
can be shaped entirely by pragmatic responses to politically difficult 
problems. Everyone involved in a project, even the most well-
meaning, may know that a particular project is an inadequate response 
to the problems of poverty, poor infrastructure and poor access to 
services, but they also know that it is all the resources they are going 
to get to tackle those large issues. For example there are various 
responses to food insecurity happening around Tasmania focused on 
Neighbourhood Houses but the House Coordinators report that they 
run out of money for these programs three to four months before the 
end of the financial year even though there are vulnerable families 
who depend on the food. So short-term funding for community 
development projects creates pressing problems, but communities and 
community organisations can’t say no to the funding they can get. 

And it’s not always easy for community members to join together. 
There are also significant barriers to people joining with other 
members of their communities to participate in developing local 
enterprises or organisations, or advocating for their interests. 
People encounter these processes while they are also dealing with 
poverty, stigma, and histories of unfair treatment by government 
agencies. For example, for those whose incomes lift them above 
the level where they need income support payments, it is difficult 
to have any grasp of the impact that the Department of Education, 
Employment and Workplace Relations’ welfare reform policies 
and Centrelink’s practices have on people who live on Centrelink 
benefits. The emphasis over the last decade on ‘welfare cheats’ and 
the aggressive drive to pursue matters to court has resulted in a high 
level of anxiety for Centrelink customers in dealing with this agency 
and in some communities most people are Centrelink customers. In 
Anglicare’s research experience, this anxiety had made people limit 
their engagement in activities that might require them to have more 
interactions with Centrelink, and to minimise their participation in 
the workforce (Hughes 2008). The impact of this at a personal and 
community level is described by Di O’Neil in her essay on St Luke’s 
work with a disadvantaged community in Bendigo—people who judge 
themselves and their neighbours as possessing little personal power 
and little power to join together.
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When people representing disadvantaged communities come to the 
table to meet with policy makers and government and other ‘key 
stakeholders’ they bring very little power and few resources other than 
their personal skills, knowledge and experience. They certainly don’t 
bring money or the power money brings. There are unedifying stories 
from around Australia of neighbourhood renewal projects in public 
housing areas in which public housing tenant groups were included in 
partnerships with private developers but were forced to engage with 
an agenda set by government and the developers—an agenda which 
at times required the removal of numbers of their fellow tenants as a 
prelude to the demolition of homes and private development of the 
land (Flanagan 2010).

Community groups are encouraged to enter into partnerships—
with community service organisations, the private sector and 
government. This is seen as a new way of working to deal with 
entrenched problems. In theory, partners can leverage resources 
and as a collective the partners can become more than the sum of 
their parts. But partnerships can also be badly managed beasts with 
poorly defined and inadequately resourced governance structures 
and committees, and community representatives can find their energy 
dissipated by being asked to sit on them. 

And then, partnerships formed to meet government priorities can 
ignore community-felt priorities such as the need to deal with 
imbalances of power and resources and clashes of culture, because 
they are felt to be peripheral to the outcome sought. In community 
participation processes, gender and race can further exclude people so 
that women and people from minority groups are most at risk of being 
marginalised. At their worst, partnerships between community groups 
and those with political or financial power can actually act to further 
exclude vulnerable groups and communities, and all they really 
do is give the dominant partners (in the case of the public-private 
partnerships this can be government and the private developers) a 
guise of legitimacy.  

LoSing Sight oF the bigger PiCtUre

At the moment, community is thought to be such a cure-all that it can 
distract us from the other key issues in building a just and equitable 
society. Policies can be pursued that aim to develop communities, 
or promote workforce participation in communities, without asking 
why we need to do that—what economic and social inequities are 
happening that have created such disparities between Australians? 

‘Community’ is not an alternative to government. Even if the 
community does provide answers to individual and collective 
problems, we still need governments, government resources and the 
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role government plays in advancing our collective interests. We are 
in danger of forgetting that at a broader level, a national level, we 
are also a community, with collective responses to social need such 
as a publicly funded income support system, a universal healthcare 
system and publicly funded education, housing and transport systems, 
and that adjustments to these are critical responses to local level 
disadvantage. In fact, as Philip Shade described in his essay about 
the impact of the boom on Queensland communities, a failure to 
use public wealth to invest in collective responses to social need— 
particularly in the face of a growing social divide—can destroy 
communities and cause long-term damage. 

what we neeD to Do

Where are we now? Everyone seems agreed that neither government 
nor the market can provide solutions for disadvantaged communities 
without actively including the people who live in those communities. 
That’s a good place to be at. There is a great deal of interest now in 
promoting volunteerism, membership of community groups, social 
entrepreneurship and mutual aid organisations as responses to poverty 
and disadvantage. But can a community take up these empowering 
opportunities while it is struggling with unemployment, poverty, 
poor housing and poor health? In 2001 the UK Government’s Social 
Exclusion Unit (SEU) decided not. It argued that the emphasis on 
place-based responses had sometimes been ‘part of the problem’:

  Too much reliance was put on short-term regeneration initiatives 
in a handful of areas and too little was done about the failure 
of mainstream public services in hundreds of neighbourhoods. 
There was little attention to the problem of worklessness, crime 
and poor education and health services (SEU 2001, cited in 
Wood et al 2002 p. 8). 

We need to learn from that. We need to use our public purse wisely 
and invest in mainstream public services to achieve a shared vision. 
One vision that has survived throughout the ups and downs of 
Australian history is that of being a country that treats people fairly. 
The Australian Collaboration has described a fair society as one which 
has a fair legal system, fair social structures, respectful relationships 
and fair treatment of individuals in society, including guaranteeing 
equality of opportunity and equality of outcome (Australian 
Collaboration 2010). Equality seems as good a goal now as it did to 
the sans-culottes in 1789, but, as discussed earlier in this paper, our 
communities are far from equitable. 

Competitive markets can’t be relied upon to fully meet the needs of 
disadvantaged consumers for essential goods and services. To achieve 
fairness in access to these we would need to change how we do many 
things. We would need to address the dreadful problem of income 
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poverty. We would need to maintain the principle of distributive 
justice, and use it to guide a redesign of the public provision of 
essential goods and services. Increases in individual wages will not 
be enough with escalating increases in the costs of delivering these 
services—we need to rethink how we deliver the ‘social wage’. To do 
that we would need to rebuild the idea of collective responses to living 
together. We would need to set minimum service standards for power, 
water and financial services and essential infrastructure services 
such as transport and telecommunications, perhaps introduce social 
tariffs, to ensure they are available to all citizens—instead of just the 
wealthier ones, with poorer people gaining limited access, too often 
distributed via emergency relief. 

To do such work we need to draw together our understanding of the 
ways in which people are disadvantaged and what forces converge 
to push people into hardship. The collection of information grouped 
in key indicators of social exclusion such as those developed by the 
Brotherhood of St Laurence will allow us to be clever about resource 
allocation, and if we must target resources, it will inform our decision-
making about how to do that.

We also need to develop our skills. Our skills. Not the skills of 
those poor sods in disadvantaged communities who are sick of 
being ‘activated’, researched and monitored. I mean those of us 
working in community service organisations and those of us working 
in government. We need a humbler approach to public policy 
development processes—to be genuine about seeking the answers to 
policy problems in discussions with local people, not assuming that 
we know best and that our challenge is how to tell them our answers. 
Governments won’t lose their power by sharing it with members of 
communities, because after all the power is not theirs to lose. As 
Thomas Paine said when he defined modern democracies, it is as 
individuals that we have entered into a joint compact to produce a 
government ‘and this is the only mode in which governments have 
a right to arise, and the only principle on which they have a right to 
exist’. We, as individuals, are sharing our power with them. So once 
our plans are developed, we must demand bipartisan political  
support and funding for work, which in some communities might 
take 40 years.

Having quoted them before, I’d like to come back to the two 
community development workers, who concluded a fiery critique of 
community development in Australia with some concessions. While 
critical about how governments approach community building they 
do not give up on the concept altogether, conceding that some good 
would come from current programs mostly due to the ‘ingenuity of 
local people’ who ‘can never be underestimated. Even with the most 
basic of materials and rudimentary tools, talented, passionate and 
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determined people will create or build something that will benefit 
their community’ (Murphy and Gauchi 2002 p. 14).

They are reminding us not to be frightened of what might happen. 
After all, by every one of the 125 definitions, communities are just 
people—some who are like us and some who aren’t. 

A few months ago there was a dinner for all the representatives 
of Tasmania’s Neighbourhood Houses. These houses are a key 
strategy employed by government to target funding for community 
development into disadvantaged communities and are much loved 
by elected representatives for launches and photo opportunities. 
The dining room was full of Neighbourhood House volunteers, 
members and community workers and the entertainment centred 
on ‘House Idol’—an irreverent series of skits the butt of which were 
mostly people in power. Last year the winning skit was a brilliant 
performance, which captured the conversations that happen among 
a crowd when politicians and their advisors sweep past, moving 
towards the cameras for a media opportunity. ‘Here she comes. Well! 
She’s put on weight.’ This night second prize in the ‘House Idol’ 
competition was awarded to a community worker who had delivered 
a husky, soulful performance of ‘Happy Birthday Mr Minister for 
Sport and Recreation’ to the minister judging the awards. When she 
moved forward to collect her award she pretended to trip and fall—
and landed on top of him, crushing him to the dance floor. She is a 
healthy woman and he is a small man. All that could be seen of him 
were his arms and legs frantically semaphoring under her. She grinned 
and winked at us, and took her time getting up off him—and the 
whole room, including the minister, was roaring with laughter. It was 
irreverent and very, very funny and the picture of his flailing arms and 
legs will stay with me forever. God bless communities and all who live 
and work in them, they create a sense of togetherness and the Romans 
were right: that is a gift.
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Meeting the challenges of living well together 
depends on making close connections to the 
people and communities around us. That’s 
what this report is all about. And it is only 
by sticking with the challenges for the long 
haul and supporting the small changes people 
are able to make in their lives, that our work 
across the Anglicare network can make a real 
difference.  

The stories in this publication—the residents 
of Long Gully, Faye and Doug in Alice Springs, 
Gordon and his son in Central Queensland—
are stories that most of us can’t imagine being 
part of. Yet they are also all stories of hope, of 
aspiration for things common to us all. These 
people have staying power, the courage to seek 
support. For the Anglicare agencies working 
alongside them staying power is also vital.

But Staying Power also asks questions of us all. 
How much change is possible in an unequal 
and three-speed economy? How quickly 
can things change for people living with the 
consequence of generations of hardship and 
dislocation? And how best can we share the 
responsibility for building that change?

Michael Horn from the Brotherhood of St 
Laurence talks about this as a challenge of 
social exclusion, and describes very clearly 
its multiple causes and consequences. The 
Social Exclusion Monitor co-developed by 
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the Brotherhood (an Anglicare network member) helps us see who 
is most likely to be deeply excluded, and track what changes are 
happening for them, across the whole population. Michael then drills 
down to argue for the kind of close connection—based on his research 
and experience—that allows people to find ways of building their 
participation in the communities around them.  

The other key point that all the essays draw our attention to is the 
need to stay the course. Breaking down entrenched barriers for people 
experiencing deep exclusion is inevitably slow. And the more carefully 
you look at the complexity of factors, the more understandable that is.

Di O’Neil from St Luke’s Anglicare in Bendigo, teased that apart 
for us. The outcomes, the benefits, are the function of respectful 
engagement, understanding that people need to take things on their 
own terms, and take their own time. A common thread in all these 
essays is particularly clear in Di’s essay ‘Curiosity and hope’ and 
that is the push to deliver government funded services, within tight 
timeframes and changing expectations, can very easily get in the way 
of meaningful results.

As Ian Fisher in his essay about Anglicare NT’s work in Alice Springs 
points out, the positive stories are often small and personal. They can 
be dwarfed by the dimension of exclusion that so many Aboriginal 
people in Central Australia confront.  Ian reinforces Michael Horn’s 
point that measuring the impact of policy is one way we can test 
if what we do works. It backs the hope we find in small projects, 
ongoing partnerships, and the individual acts of determination that we 
can support. It explains why that investment needs to be maintained.

People work for Anglicare agencies right across the country. And 
things are different in different places. In some ways Central Australia 
is still dealing with the impact of the last thirty, forty, and one hundred 
years of social, cultural and economic disturbance. Philip Shade 
from Anglicare Central Queensland describes a shock to his local 
communities that is just beginning. The two-speed economy is hard 
on those flying in and out, keeping up with the resources boom. 
(We are only now starting to understand just how hard, as Anglicare 
agencies tell about the effect upon the workers, their families, and 
the communities they fly in and out of.) But for everyone who was 
marginally connected to those existing towns and communities before 
the boom, there is almost no place for them now.  

It is important to remember Michael Horn’s argument that the path 
to participation for people otherwise deeply excluded from the 
mainstream has, as its bedrock, universal services and adequate 
income. And while Ian highlights an argument about land and 
home ownership in central Australia, Philip reminds us that it isn’t 
necessarily about the ownership model; very often it is merely the 
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price—whether for rent or for purchase. When houses are simply 
unaffordable for almost everyone, employed or not; when it is hard to 
find housing for community workers then for the people who depend 
on their services, the exclusion is palpable.  

Housing unaffordability is endemic across Australia. It cannot be 
resolved at a local or community level.  The recent launch of the 
Australians for Affordable Housing campaign shows it is now a 
mainstream concern. We need to see governments commit to targeted 
initiatives, as Philip explores, and ensure income support really meets 
that cost of living.

Negative gearing continues to be a very generous tax concession 
provided to owners of investment properties. A large proportion 
of Australia’s rental stock is held by private investors (less than 
five per cent of renters access public housing). It seems incongruous 
that the cost of this tax concession continues to be borne by all tax 
payers without any obligation on the recipients to provide fair and 
secure tenancies for those that help fund their investment.

Community means all things to all people, and we find ourselves 
looking to notions of community for the meaning in our work, 
as the answer to complex problems, as an excuse for action and 
inaction. Jo Flanagan explores the risk of doing damage to the various 
communities we are in touch with, in how we work with them, or not, 
and what we expect them to do.

The message from our network is to stick with it. Change is often slow 
and small; but from little things, big things do grow. Staying Power is 
about the people and the communities that have the patience to work 
at the small things, and the optimism to hope for bigger changes.

We also know that working with people often means working 
with their families and communities. That being included is about 
connecting or belonging to the world around us.

But the biggest community of all—if we can call it that—Australian 
society, with its businesses and governments, has to be prepared to 

invest in the change. For that to happen, 
all of us need to understand what the 
barriers of exclusion are about. All good 
investment strategies work best when the 
investor takes the long view and sticks 
with it.    

Kasy Chambers 
Executive Director 
Anglicare Australia
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Staying 
Power 
—diScuSSion 
pointS

The discussion points that follow are designed 
for small groups, to stimulate your thinking 
about the issues raised in this State of the 
Family Report. While some are aimed at 
church study groups or parish councils, they 
can easily be adapted for use by teachers 
and students, or community groups that work 
to create and sustain communities. Agency 
managers and team leaders may find them 
useful as discussion starters in staff meetings or 
for professional development.

You can study one chapter at a time, or select 
a question from each chapter, or use the 
overarching questions at the end.

The discussion points have been prepared 
by the Rev. Canon Doug Edmonds, a Board 
member of Anglicare Tasmania with a passion 
for exploring the connections between social 
justice and theology.



essay 1  measuring Social exclusion—evidence for a new 
social policy agenda    
Michael horn 

1.  Michael Horn has found that people experiencing social exclusion 
consistently ‘have similar aspirations and goals as you or I: that 
is they want a secure home, a job, a family, maybe a pet and an 
occasional holiday.’ 

  What are your aspirations and goals? Have they become simpler 
over time?

2.  The author writes: ‘We are now in the second decade of the new 
century, but we are still confronted by poverty in its various guises.’ 

 What evidence of poverty do you see in your community?

3.  Michael says charities have been the ‘ambulance at the bottom 
of the cliff’ in local communities. What fences could community 
groups such as churches provide at the top of the cliff?

4.  The author asserts that the Henderson Report ‘drew attention to the 
stubborn existence of poverty.’ Given that Jesus said, ‘You always 
have the poor with you’ (John 12:8), are efforts to eliminate poverty 
worthwhile?

5.  Quoting Paul Smyth, Michael Horn says that having more income 
is not by itself ‘a passport back into the mainstream.’ How do you 
understand social inclusion?

6.  Michael refers to ‘external factors that act as obstacles to 
participation’ and says that these have a ‘locational dimension.’ 
What are the factors in your community that could lead to poverty 
and social exclusion?

7.  Figure 2 of Michael Horn’s essay lists 29 social exclusion indicators. 
Which of these indicators could a local church engage with as part 
of its outreach to the community?
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essay 2  curiosity and hope—tools for community 
Di o’neil

1.  Di O’Neil talks about ‘sustainable change.’ How has sustainable 
change happened in your life? What role can faith or belief play in 
sustainable change?

2.  ‘Our identity comes from knowing who we are, how we belong and 
the rules and regulations of our culture.’ How far is this true for your 
sense of identity? What part does faith play in knowing who you 
are, how you belong, and the rules and regulations which govern 
your life?

3.  Di O’Neil quotes the US writer and thinker, H. L. Mencken: ‘ “For 
every complex problem there is a solution that is simple, neat and 
wrong.” Governments love simple and neat.’ 

  Can you think of examples of government policies that opted for 
this kind of solution? Are you often tempted to take the easy way 
out?

4.  The author writes: ‘People are often included because they conform 
to the dominant culture.’ Conversely, people are often excluded 
because they don’t conform. Who might you feel uncomfortable 
about having in your church or in your organisation? What people 
might feel they are excluded?

5.  ‘People in Long Gully know how to use a Bendigo address rather 
than a Long Gully address when applying for a job.’ 

  Where is the ‘Long Gully’ in your area? How much do you know 
about what it’s like there?

6.  Di O’Neil tells the story of a gardening contractor who ‘found 
Long Gully people helpful and “talked them up” in his social and 
recreational circles in Bendigo.’ How could you and your church 
or your community group ‘talk up’ people experiencing social 
exclusion?

7.   What vision does the Long Gully experience inspire in you about 
your own community?
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essay 3  Roof over head—the new australian dream 
Philip Shade 

1.  Philip Shade speaks of the centrality of ‘having somewhere to 
call home.’ Have you always had somewhere to call home? How 
important is the idea of ‘home’ in your life?

2.  The author refers to ‘OECD data showing Australia to be near 
the bottom of OECD rankings on child poverty and experiencing 
widening gaps in income, wealth and opportunity between the rich 
and the poor.’ Does this information surprise you? What evidence 
can you see of it?

3.  Reflecting on Dave’s story, how is your community changing? Is it 
changing for better or for worse?

4.  Reflecting on Mike’s story, what single change in your life might put 
you at risk of being socially excluded?

5.  Philip Shade says, ‘The cost of housing in Australia is a significant 
and crippling factor for many people seeking to rent or buy a 
home.’ How did you manage to afford the home you live in? If you 
were starting out today, how affordable would a home be for you?

6.  Senator Mark Arbib said, ‘There will always be a need for some 
government provision of social housing.’ What do you understand 
by ‘social housing’? Are you aware of social housing in your 
community?

7. The author writes:

  Some of the communities in Australia described in this essay are 
changing quickly as a result of economic forces. We are witnessing 
the gap widen between those who are ‘in’ and those who are ‘out ’ 
… We are yet to fully trace the seeds of the 2011 UK riots but I fear 
we have seen—at least in part—the social ramifications of policy 
decisions made over many years. They could be a forewarning of 
what might happen in communities here. 

  Could it happen here? What could be the ramifications of the 
widening gap in Australia?
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essay 4  Staying centred—statistics and small successes   
ian Fisher 

1.  Ian Fisher writes: ‘This holistic, ‘social inclusion’ view appears to 
be consistent with the traditional Indigenous perspectives on what 
defines wellbeing.’

  What defines wellbeing for you? How might this be different for 
Indigenous people?

2. Do the statistics on Indigenous health and wellbeing surprise you?

3.  Each organisation develops its own approaches and works within  
an understanding of its clients and their context. What do you  
think of the support provided to Faye? How would you have 
responded to Faye and her problems? Is there anything else you 
would have offered?

4.  What do you think of the support provided to Doug? How would 
you have responded to Doug and his problems? Is there anything 
else you would have offered?

5.  Why do you think the Communities for Children program works  
so well?

6.  Ian Fisher speaks of using ‘the human capital of individuals to build 
community capacity.’ How might your church use the ‘human 
capital’ of church members for the benefit of your community?

7.  The author writes: 

  Tackling Indigenous disadvantage is a national responsibility and 
a national challenge. It demands ongoing collaboration between 
all levels of government working in partnership with Indigenous 
Australians, the corporate sector and community organisations.’ 

 How do you believe we should tackle Indigenous disadvantage?
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essay 5 community. identity. Stability   
  Jo Flanagan

1.   At the beginning of her essay Jo Flanagan describes responses to a 
new immigration detention centre in Tasmania. If a detention centre 
were proposed for your area, what would be your response? Where 
would you like to see it located?

2.  The author asks, ‘What is a community?’ What is your definition of 
a community? What is important about community to you?

3.  Jo Flanagan writes about community groups—some of them tiny—
battling for decades to have their voices heard:  

  Part of the enthusiasm for community groups by anyone who 
has spent time around them is the energy and spirit they inject 
when they are firing—the camaraderie, dynamism and feisty good 
humour of people standing up for what they know and believe in.

  Does this description ring true for community groups you know? 
Does it apply to your church?

4.  The author writes about a public housing redevelopment, taking 
place regardless of tenants’ objections. They are ‘offered the 
opportunity to choose the colour of the bathroom in their new 
housing’. Are you happy just to ‘choose the colour’ or do you want 
more say in what is imposed on you? How might you have more say?

5. Commenting on public-private partnerships, Jo says: 

  At their worst, partnerships between community groups and those 
with political or financial power can actually act to further exclude 
vulnerable groups and communities, and all they really do is give 
the dominant partners ... a guise of legitimacy.

  To what extent do you trust community participation with 
governments and business?

6.  Speaking of relations with governments, Jo Flanagan asserts, ‘We, as 
individuals, are sharing our power with them.’ In what ways do you 
share your power with governments?

7.  Quoting Murphy and Cauchi, the author commends ‘the ingenuity 
of local people who are enthusiastic about and committed to their 
communities’. Who are the enthusiastic committed people in your 
circle?
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Some overarching issues

1.   While Ian Fisher commends the strengths in the Communities for 
Children program, Jo Flanagan warns of the risks when governments 
co-opt community for their own purposes. For instance, the ABC’s 
7.30 Tasmania program of 12 August 2011, reported on proposed 
compulsory activities for teenage mothers after one year, if they 
want to retain their Commonwealth parenting payments (‘Teen 
mothers pushed back into workplace’). 

  What are the dangers for community organisations offering 
successful programs in collaboration with government?

2.   Di O’Neil, Ian Fisher and Jo Flanagan all echo the tension between 
the need for patience and sticking with the process on the one 
hand, and producing results to ensure that the work of agencies, 
governments and others are well-directed on the other. Michael 
Horn also alludes to this tension in his gloomy observation that 
re-reading old reports give the impression that nothing much has 
changed and we are still trying to address the same issues. 

  How can we achieve a balance between the need for long-term 
solutions and short-term results?

3.   All five chapters address issues of social exclusion and inclusion—
major themes in today’s social justice thinking. In what ways has 
this report changed your thinking about social justice?
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Community Sector Banking is proud to support 
social and financial inclusion and the work of 
Anglicare throughout Australia.

As Australia’s specialist not-for-profit banking 
service, we have partnered in real solutions 
with two prominent Anglicare organisations 
—St Luke’s and Anglicare SA—in the In-roads 
financial wellbeing program. 

In-roads promotes inclusion through financial 
services and microfinance loans for low 
income people (who have difficulty qualifying 
for a mainstream loan) to get their lives back 
on track.

The theme Staying Power neatly expresses 
Community Sector Banking’s longstanding 
commitment to helping community 
organisations achieve their goals. We’re here 
for the long haul and will continue developing 
solutions to sustain not-for-profits and create 
social change.



 

Staying Power is Anglicare Australia’s 11th 
State of the Family Report. It highlights 
new ways of tracking and measuring social 
exclusion, and draws on perspectives from 
across the Anglicare network for insight on 
what works and what is needed. 

The answer, as these five essays show, is 
that it is complicated. Close connections 
with individuals—sometimes in the face of 
overwhelming odds—can lead to the journeys 
that are the seeds of success. People can work 
together, if given the time, trust and respect, to 
find the pathways.  

But entrenched inequity in Central Australia, 
the fresh shock of the mining boom in 
Queensland, and the broad brush, often short-
term approach of government policy all remind 
us that social exclusion is as much about 
the wider society as it is about those who 
experience that exclusion.

Anglicare Australia’s mission is to engage 
with all Australians to build communities of 
resilience, hope and justice. Staying Power 
reminds us why we need to be in it for the  
long haul.
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