
A Sustainable Community Design for

Richmond Public-Housing Estate

Sue-Lee Seng

Melbourne Centre for Community Development



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Sustainable Community Design for 
Richmond Public-Housing Estate 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Abstract 
 
This paper examines the Richmond Public-Housing Estate located in the inner-city of 
Melbourne, Victoria. A systemic examination reveals that a variety of modalities of its 
social fabric are threatened. This paper seeks to build a developmental model that 
would promote a sustainable growth for this community. This is done by introducing 
the multi-modal systems method which is then adopted for this research. This 
method steers away from a mechanistic and utilitarian view and emphasises on the 
systemic and multi-modal nature of human life. Various sources have been used in 
the research including interviews from a set of non-standard questions, newspaper 
articles and literature journals from social philosophers. From these resources, key 
factors are identified which affect this community and which are in need of 
addressing. From the analysis, operations are proposed based on the multi-modal 
systems framework to slow down the possibility of the community’s eventual 
collapse. 
 
 



1. Threats To The Richmond Public-Housing Estate (RPHE)

In 2002, I met a young Vietnamese girl who was living in the Flemington public housing 
estate as I went to distribute bread to the residents. Eight years later, I found out that she 
had moved to the Richmond Public Housing Estate (RPHE) the year before. Her father 
had been caught dealing in drugs and had a restraining order against him on his young  
family.  This young girl,  currently in high school, is working multiple jobs to support her 
mum, her older and younger brothers. Her older brother has dropped out of school and her 
younger brother has never met his father. Over the last few years, it  was my frequent 
involvement with  the children and youth in the inner city  public  housing estates that  I  
became aware of the instability of the environment in which these children were living in. It  
has humbly awakened me to  the social  calamity in these neighbourhoods.  This alone 
presents a warning signal to our city. It causes us to contemplate on the social state of 
Melbourne. This could be one of the reasons why Vancouver vaulted past Melbourne to be 
the most liveable city in the world in 2011.1 

Many factors affecting the public housing estates were observed These include crime, 
unemployment,  dysfunctional family units,  lack of parental care, domestic violence and 
drug abuse. Many of the residents have limited income and have complex physical and 
psychological needs. In 2010, the Yarra Council contractors picked up more than 4000 
used syringes in the RPHE which had a population of about 6000 residents.2 Despite the 
provision of  playgrounds,  communal  barbecue areas and large ovals  that exist  on the 
estate for use by the residents, ‘it’s a ghost town when it should normally be considered 
peak times.’3 Generally, residents feel insecure and unsafe. It was mentioned that people 
walking around the estate ‘will not make eye contact for fear of being approached to deal  
in drugs.’4 Then, there was this incident when a thirteen-year old boy living in the estate  
recently ran away from home to the leader of one of the neighbourhood organisations. His 
father was about to stab his mother with a knife at home. Children are being raised in  
these complex social environments. Violence and crime are a normal part of a child’s life. 5 

It  was also understood that  violent behaviour in public usually occurred as a result  of 
disagreements in a ‘drug deal gone wrong.’6 Those who are in these situations will find it 
hard to break out of the cycle and will face a minimal probability of getting out of such a 
predicament. These estates have inculcated a stigma of disorder as they accommodate 
the socially disadvantaged.

This is a disheartening picture of the RPHE. As described by a social worker associated 
with the RPHE, ‘there is a big picture and it’s complicated.’7 If the quality of life in a country 
was ranked based on its political and social stability, crime rates, access to quality health 
1 Ferguson, Adele (2011)

2 Heard, Hamish (2010)

3 Representative of DHS (2012)

4 Ibid.

5 Representative of Operation Stitches (2010)

6 Principal of RWPS (2010)

7 Manager of NRCH (2012)
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care, the degree of multiculturalism, the level of infrastructure, natural environment and 
education,8 Melbourne would have failed as a society given the situations described in the 
RPHE. It would be distressing for future generations if this crisis is not addressed. 

The complexity of the situation is often narrowly understood. Over the years, there have 
been dedicated organisations which are painstakingly trying to cater for the needs of the 
residents.  These organisations include the Salvation Army,  the North Richmond Public 
Housing Estate, the Belgium Avenue Neighbourhood House, the Department of Human 
Services,  the Richmond West Primary School  and Operation Stitches.  An overview of 
these organisations will be presented later. However, though they are well-meaning and 
desire to meet the many needs of the residents of the estate, they do not feel adequately  
prepared to  respond  to  such a  complex  environment.  Our  government  and  education 
systems are also unable to cope with the situation. A social worker from The Salvation 
Army commented that:

‘The social question is what happens when we take a whole group of people with low level  
incomes,  low  level  economic  background  and  squeeze  them  together  in  high  rise  
buildings. The catch is the huge investment into these high-rise projects but no simple  
solutions to these problems. This catch has paralysed us in terms of taking action.’ 

Another  important  point  is  that  while  the  immediate  needs  of  the  people  are  being 
addressed, the inflow of youths into these hopeless situations needs to be arrested. To 
assure its  ongoing life  and capability  of  independent  continual  existence,  the complex 
problems of RPHE need to be tackled in an alternative way.  In an address by the previous 
Prime Minister John Howard in 2006, a plea to our nation was declared:

‘We need to find innovative ways to break the vicious cycles of poor parenting, low levels  
of education, unemployment and health problems that can afflict  some individuals and  
communities. We need to find ways of restoring order to zones of chaos in some homes  
and communities-zones of chaos that can wreck young Australian lives.’9

2. Sustainability Of RPHE Using A Community Development Approach  

The  term  sustainability  has  been  extensively  used  today  associating  the  natural 
environmental  damages  with  the  effects  from  the  advancement  of  technology  and 
economic development. It often relates to the physical environment and minimal reference 
to  damages on the  social  and cultural  aspects.10 The problem of  sustainability  of  our 
society needs to be answered by focussing on the normative aspects of a living social  
system. Normative means the realm of human responsibility:  what we ought to do and 
what  we ought not to do with  our lives.  Normative questions which need to be asked 
include examples such as: What defines a good community? What type of people should  
we be? What should we do or not do with our lives? How can a sustainable community  
serve people so that they in turn can accomplish the work of the community? What kind of 
theoretical  models  will  allow  an  observation  of  the  multiple  dimensions  necessary  to 

8 Ferguson, Adele (2011)

9 Vinson, Tony (2007)

10 de Raadt, D Veronica (2002)
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understand  sustainable  development  in  its  entirety?  How  are  these  dimensions 
interrelated?11

However, it seems that modern science cannot handle these issues. It usually ignores the 
importance of human responsibility. It seems that a new methodology of science and a 
new method of implementation is needed to help understand the exacerbating reality of 
RPHE. With the objective of providing a starting point to evaluate the long term viability of 
this community, it appears that applying a multi-modal systems theory, method and design 
can significantly contribute to understanding the sustenance of this neighbourhood. This 
systems  thinking  is  derived  from previous researches conducted  by  Professor  Donald 
J.D.R de Raadt and Veronica D. de Raadt.12 

The  aim  of  this  paper  is  to  describe  and  recommend  an  integrated  community 
development approach using the appropriate research findings to help grasp the totality of 
the situation. This approach will be conducted in the following manner:

1) Key service providers working in the RPHE will be introduced and their work in the 
community will be explored. Some of the key factors found and their links will be 
analysed.

2) A multi-modal systems thinking will be introduced. The multi-modal systems method 
(referred to as MMSM) and its main points will be used to grasp the totality of 
the situation. MMSM is practical, deals with the collection and organisation of 
information for scientific purposes and includes building a model for analysis and 
design.

3) A summary of the unstable state of RPHE will  be put forth. This is based on a 
previous research conducted by gathering information from related literature and 
empirical research. The links of eight key factors will be analysed. These factors 
are  caring,  art,  work,  management,  social  structure,  education,  vision  and 
substance-abuse.  These  factors  are  not  exhaustive  but  are  often  narrowly 
understood.

4) An attempt will be made to design the operations that are needed to respond to the 
threats faced by RPHE.

It is hoped that the service providers associated with the estate who endeavour to sustain  
the neighbourhood will benefit from using this research paper. 

3. An Overview Of The Key Service Providers In RPHE

Six key service providers who are currently working on the estate will be briefly described. 
This list of service providers is non-exhaustive.

           3.1 Belgium Avenue Neighbourhood House (BANH)

The BANH has been operating on the estate since the mid-1970s. It initially began as a 
child care centre. Over the years, it has been responsive to the great cultural landscape 
change of the local neighbourhood. It offers a variety of educational, cultural, recreational 

11 de Raadt, J.D.R (2008), de Raadt, V.D. (2002)

12 de Raadt, J.D.R (2000), de Raadt, V.D. (2002)
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and social  activities.  A major  focus is on art  and food which have been a simple but 
effective  tool  to  connect  people  ‘without  the  need  for  a  language  or  financial  
dependence.’13 There is a ‘village feel’ in the House as it is adorned with artwork by the 
local residents such as paintings on canvas and mosaic work integrated into the walls. It is 
run by a community-based management group made up of a mix of local residents from 
the neighbourhood and employees from the City of Yarra. It strives to be well-connected 
with the community and is committed to employing local residents from and around the 
estate. It also emphasises voluntary representation. Funding has been a great challenge 
to sustain the programs as it is financially supported by a complex funding scheme from 
the state and local governments. Despite the limited resources, BANH has been creative 
in implementing effective low cost programs for RPHE. 

           3.2 Department Of Human Services (DHS)

Representing the government, the DHS team has two areas of responsibility. One team 
serves the tenants, in areas such as rental payment and neighbourhood complaints. The 
other team is responsible for the Renewal Project which aims to look at the social renewal  
of  the  estate.  This  includes  areas  such  as  the  physical  construction  of  the  high  rise 
buildings and implementing appropriate and sustainable services for the residents. The 
project team aspires to make the estate more active, more attractive and safer. Security  is 
one of the biggest concerns and challenges for the estate. The team relies heavily on 
partnering with the other service providers who are active in RPHE. DHS has an ethos that 
it is ‘far more effective partnering than trying to start a new program for a year and then 
falling over when the funds run out.’14 

          3.3 North Richmond Community Health Centre (NRCH)

Situated in the  midst of the RPHE, the NRCH is one of the largest organisations operating  
on  the  estate.  It  is  recognised  for  its  hub  of  services,  providing  medical,  dental  and 
counselling services to the residents. Its physical presence has been further enhanced 
with a recent $22 million redevelopment. It aims to be innovative and responsive to the 
community needs. It works in partnership with culturally and socially diverse communities 
to  support  their  aspirations  and  needs.  It  seeks  to  provide  the  appropriate  culturally-
oriented services to disadvantaged individuals and groups, especially refugees and newly  
arrived communities. It seeks to be responsive to both marginalised and well-connected 
clients.

          3.4 Richmond West Primary School (RWPS)

This state government school  was established in 1975.  It  aims to provide ‘a safe and 
happy place of learning’15 for the 215 students enrolled in the school. 50% to 70% of the 
students come from the estate. With the school motto being ‘many languages, one voice’,  
the multi-cultural  community of  RPHE is  celebrated here.  It  supports  the 23 language 
backgrounds by providing several bi-lingual  programs. In this way,  the parents can be 
more involved in their children’s education. The school provides breakfast and uniform 
13 Co-ordinator of BANH (2012)

14 Partnerships and Projects Officer of DHS (2012)

15 School Principal of RWPS (2010)
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relief programs to practically ‘fill in the gaps’.16 Situated immediately next to the NRCH, it 
has a close working partnership with them. The school hosts student support programs 
and services such as speech pathology, psychology and drug prevention initiatives. The 
school is also committed to the government academic educational system, providing a 
high  standard of  literacy and numeracy for  students up to  secondary levels.  With  the 
changing demographics of RPHE over the years,  the school has tried to be flexible in 
order to  maintain a high quality of teaching practices. 

          3.5 The Salvation Army Corps And Community Church

A big focus of The Salvation Army is to treat their clients with dignity and respect. They not  
only strive to meet their clients’ physical needs but desire to help them holistically. Situated 
on the periphery of  the  RPHE and next  to  the  NRCH, the Salvation Army is  a  small  
operation  and  has  felt  under-resourced  to  serve  the  needs  of  their  clients.  They  find  
themselves conducting a high number of referrals. Spirituality is also significant emphasis 
of  the organisation.  Recently,  an English church service was set  up in  addition to  an 
existing Chinese service. This has created opportunities to link clients to the community in 
the interest of supporting their spiritual well-being. However, very often, it was observed 
that people slept outside the centre and they were either drug-overdosed or had excessive 
alcohol consumption.17 The co-ordinator of the centre remarked that she felt overwhelmed 
with the complex issues associated with the estate. 

          3.6 Operation Stitches

Operation Stitches is a not-for-profit organisation which began in 1996. Its mission is to 
teach  children  and  young  teenagers  to  make  good  choices  in  life  using  an  early 
intervention preventative  approach.  Its  target  group of  people are those who  grow up 
within  a  low  socio-economic  family  background  and  are  disadvantaged  by  their 
environment living in these inner-city public housing estates. As such, Operation Stitches 
desires to reach out not only to the public housing estates in Richmond but to those in  
Flemington,  Ascot  Vale,  Carlton  and  Fitzroy  too.  However,  with  its  community  centre 
located  in  RPHE,  its  programs  are  predominantly  targeted  to  the  Richmond  estate. 
Creative educational children programs are conducted in the community centre during the 
winter months. During the warmer months, carnivals with positive messages are held out 
in  the  parks.  The  organisation  is  financially  supported  by  individual  private  donors. 
Government  funding  has  been  a  constant  challenge.  The  planning,  maintenance  and 
execution of programs rely purely on the work of volunteers. 

         4. Significance Of the Multi-Modal Systems Thinking

In a post-modern society,  we have been acclimatised to a concept in systems thinking 
which can be described as 'closed'. This closed systems thinking can be traced back to the 
roots of all Western thinking dating back to more than three thousand years ago. Much of 
what  we experience today revolve  around the thinking of Greek philosophers such as 
Plato and Aristotle who had a mechanical approach of the world.  This thinking views the 
world as impersonal. It regards the world as a machine. Unfortunately, it is unable to make 

16 School Principal of RWPS (2010)

17 Co-ordinator of The Salvation Army Corps and Community Church (2010)
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sense of the dilemma faced in humanity as this thinking is marked by a fragmented and 
disjointed  perspective  of  life:  what  happens in  one sphere  of  life  is  independent  from 
another sphere. For example, it has become possible to believe that the issues of crime 
can be dissociated from the roles of parenting; issues of personal values and morality can 
be kept isolated from the professional realm in the workplace; consumerism and waste in  
capitalist societies can be independent from environmental degradation.

The situation in RPHE requires ‘a new way of thinking that focuses on a broader reality  
and that captures within its lens the misery of the affluent.’18 In response to this, a new 
scientific approach is needed that is able to ‘help communities and other social systems 
ensure their  viability  and manage the crisis  they confront.’19 In  this  context,  viability  is 
understood as a state where life is preserved in its full  expression, including all  of  its 
diverse  aspects  of  nature  and  culture  which  are  simultaneously  and  systemically 
interlinked.20 These links are present in all  spheres of life including artistic,  intellectual, 
social, economical, ethical and religious. This theory is based on the understanding that 
‘when we face a crisis and any of these spheres of life is threatened, our whole life is in  
question.’21 Hence,  this  theory provides a more effective  means of  communicating the 
issues and explaining a situation. The various forces acting on a social system can be 
more easily understood and something can be done about it. 

This kind of systems thinking has been built on the foundations laid by social scientists  
such as Ludwig von Bertalanffy’s normative approach to systems science22 and Stafford 
Beer’s viable systems model.23 Ashby’s Law of Requisite Theory also calls for a system to 
be analysed in relation to the environmental uncertainties and information to be provided 
for  a  system  to  be  viable.24 The  theory  of  the  modalities,  espoused  by  Herman 
Dooyeweerd,25 explained in further detail in Section 5.2 also helps in the understanding of 
systems thinking. These social scientists have approached science as a science for life  
versus a mechanical science. In addition, these scientists have a Hebraic perspective of 
life, with the personal involvement of God in the universe, providing a view of life that is 
more than just mere existence. This kind of thinking not only allows an understanding of 
the world in terms of the things we see but also in the way they are linked to each other  
and to our personal lives. It calls for an  understanding of the universe in its variety of 
dimensions and the multi-faceted nature in which the universe exists. This approach views 
the  world  as  a  harmonious  relationship  of  dynamic  systems,  opposing  the  Greek 
philosophers’ closed systems thinking which has progressively destroyed man.26 

18 de Raadt, J.D.R (2000)

19 Ibid.

20 de Raadt, J.D.R (2001)

21 de Raadt, J.D.R (2000)

22 von Bertalanffy, Ludwig (1950)

23 Beer, Stafford (1984)

24 Ashby, W. Ross (1976)

25 Dooyeweerd, Herman (1975)

26 Beer, Stafford (1974)
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According to de Raadt, cybernetics studies that have been developed by W. Ross Ashby 
point  out  that  complex  problems  require  complex  solutions.27 Cybernetics,  which  is  a 
science of life,  asserts that equilibrium and stability are crucial  to every living system,  
including communities.28  Equilibrium or stability refers to a range of states that a living 
system is competently able to return to for healthy living. Thus, when the sustenance of life 
is challenged, it is crucial to understand the totality and the links that unite it’s parts. In  
such a situation,  there needs to  be a vision of  the totality  in  order  to  understand the  
interaction of the parts. This requires a new way of thinking.29 Dooyeweerd, a crucial social 
scientist,  developed an understanding and theory of  knowledge that  the role  of  social  
philosophy  was  to  investigate  and  comprehend  the  essence  of  the  parts  of  a  social 
system.  His  thought  was  directed  to  the  origin  of  things.  With  that  basis,  de  Raadt  
emphasises  the  importance  of  thinking  in  a  diversity  of  spheres  as  he  sets  out  the 
structure for the Multi-Modal  Systems Method (MMSM). Building on the foundations of 
Ashby’s  Law of  Requisite  Theory,  the  multi-modal  systems  theory  creates  a  dynamic 
social  design framework  that  relates to an individual  or communal  crisis.  The Spanish 
humanist  Unamuno  supports  this  understanding,  namely  that  man  ‘is  not  an  isolated 
individual but a member of society.’30 This multi-modal systems thinking approaches issues 
in an integrative and multi-disciplinary way. It encompasses analysis at an individual level  
and considers the wider system simultaneously. In a similar way, the human body can be 
related to a dynamic viable systems model. For example, the heart,  the brain and the 
lungs each has its own distinct functionality and no organ is more important than the other. 
Each part within the body has a role to sustain the body system and to respond to constant 
changing circumstances in the external environment. Every part needs each other for the 
entire  body to  function  in  equilibrium.  Hence,  this  systems  framework  focuses on  the 
various modalities and their essential links  as constituents in the life of any social system. 

5. The Basic Structure Of the Multi-Modal Systems Method (MMSM)

An in-depth methodological  description of  the MMSM has been discussed in  previous 
writings by Professor Donald de Raadt31 and Veronica D. de Raadt32 and will be briefly 
explained below.

5.1 Domains

The pieces of  the  social  puzzle  such as  love,  justice,  beauty,  work,  service,  wisdom, 
education and education need to be assembled according to a pattern that is in a desired  
order to sustain a community.33 This order is derived from the original matrix proposed by 

27 de Raadt, J.D.R (2000)

28 Beer, Stafford (1984)

29 op. cit.

30 Unamuno, Miguel de (1954)

31 de Raadt, J.D.R (2000)

32 de Raadt V.D (2002)

33 de Raadt, J.D.R and de Raadt V.D (2008)
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Dooyeweerd and has been further developed by de Raadt as the respective “domains”.  
These domains provide the foundation for the existence of a diverse types of systems 
whether  living  or  material.  This  approach  identifies  three  domains  that  form  Culture, 
namely  Character, Community and Intellect; and three domains that form Nature, namely 
Vitality, Matter and Order as shown in Figure 1. Each domain comprises of a number of 
modes of being, referred to as modalities. Whilst the whole universe operates under the 
natural system, only mankind operates under the cultural system. It is with man’s gift of the 
intellect that he can build a community. This perspective was derived from biblical thoughts 
and is implicitly referred to it by its authors.34

5.2 Modalities

Based  on  Dooyeweerdian's  social  philosophy, each  social  system  formed  by  the 
Operational, Economic and Social modalities (grouped within the Community domain) has 
its specific responsibility and authority. The fulfilment of its specific authority is not about 
how much power it has over another modality, but the realisation of its essential purpose 
for its existence which is termed as a sphere of sovereignty in which a social  system 
exists.  Each  modality  develops  its  own  methodology,  which  is  the  study  of  scientific 
thought.35 For example, families have their responsibility in the ethical modality;  theatre 
and dance companies in the Aesthetic modality;  law courts and the government in the 
Juridical  modality;  schools and universities  in  the epistemic modality;  newspapers  and 
radio stations in the informatory modality; museums in the historical modality; the church 
and the mosques in the Credal modality. A community is in a critical condition when an 
institution  in  its  modality  exists  beyond  its  sphere  of  sovereignty  that  it  ought  to  be 
functioning in. 

Modalities reside inside a specific domain. In the Character domain, the constituents are 
the  Ethical,  Aesthetic  and  Juridical  modalities.  Within  the  Community  domain  are  the 
Operational,  Economic and Social  modalities.  In  the Intellectual  domain are found the 
Epistemic, Informative, Historical and Credal modalities. The Psychic and Biotic modalities 
are found within the Vitality domain. In the Matter domain are the Regulatory, Physical,  
Kinematic and Spatial  modalities.  Lastly,  the Numeric and Logical  modalities lie in the 
Order domain. It should be highlighted that the multi-modal systems approach recognises 
that all design emerges first and foremost with forgiveness and reconciliation amongst the 
people  involved.  This  is  represented  and  found  at  the  top  of  Figure  1  in  the  Ethical  
modality  of  the Character  domain.  This  understanding is  expounded in  'Redesign and 
Management of Communities in Crisis.'36

34  de Raadt, J.D.R (2008)

35 de Raadt, J.D.R (2001)

36 Ibid.
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Figure 1: Domains and Modalities of Living Systems
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Special  attention  is  to  be  paid  to  the  Credal  and  Psychic  modalities  as  they  act  
simultaneously as a boundary and a link between the Intellect and the Vitality domain. 
They not only set the boundary that differentiates man from animal but also provide the 
link that makes man an integral part of the natural realm. The following is an example to 
further explain this. A dog and a man will both react very similarly in the psychic modality 
when they witness the collapse of a building. They will both sense danger and will both be 
scared.  The dog will  howl  and the  man will  express fear  by screaming.  The dog will  
inadvertently  run  away.  However,  the  man will  walk  away  from the  scenario  possibly 
questioning in his mind why and how the building fell.

5.3 Living Systems

Four living systems can be identified by horizontally projecting the Community, Vitality and 
Matter domains: social systems, animal and plant systems, and environmental systems 
respectively as shown in Figure 1. The environmental systems like the rivers, seas and 
mountains in the Matter domain provide essential habitats for human beings, animals and 
plants.  The  Vitality  domain  provides  a  biological  habitat  for  social  systems  in  the 
Community domain such as schools and families. The Intellectual and Character domains 
do not have any horizontal projects but can be understood as providing the foundations for 
civic and personal life. 

5.4 Normative And Determinative Links

The sequential order of these domains and the links between them is brought about by two 
arrows. These arrows reflect the creative and sustaining power which the living system 
exists in as the arrows flow in both directions. As shown in Figure 1, the determinative 
links provide a foundation to the modalities above. As it runs upwards, it symbolises things 
that are out of our control as it sets the foundation for each domain or modality above it.  
Simultaneously, the second arrow which runs downwards represents the normative link. 
This link exerts an influence on the lower modalities from above and acts as an inspiration 
to the modality or domain below it. As such, a modality can either constrain or inspire one 
another  and  cannot  do  both.37 The  vitality  of  a  community  in  its  natural  environment 
requires that each of the modalities need to be normatively understood. 

6. Using MMSM To Build A Model For RPHE

The  MMSM will  be  used  to  analyse  the  state  of  RPHE and  to  design  a  sustainable 
systems  model  as  an  empirical  application.  The  approach  is  to  treat  the  RPHE  as 
homomorphic38 to the human body. It is likened to that of a doctor treating a patient. The 
doctor will examine the symptoms, ask questions pertinent to the illness and conclude with 
an assessment of the health of the respective organ(s) and the body. A similar approach 
will be taken where a number of unsatisfactory community situations will be looked into, 
researched, analysed and an assessment made regarding the state of the community.  As 
in the case of a doctor, special attention will be paid to the root cause(s) of the situation so 
as to cure it at the root rather than focussing on relieving the symptoms temporarily.

37 de Raadt, J.D.R (2000)

38 Homomorphism  is an important concept used in cybernetics and denotes a system  that is similar but not 
equal to another system.
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Using the MMSM, the situation in RPHE will be approached in three parts:

1) To identify  the normative factors,  each belonging to  a different  modality.  These 
factors  have  been  drawn  from  recent  and  prior  researches  of  the  RPHE,  are 
pertinent to its sustainability and also present a threat to it. The information that flow 
from an analysis of these factors will be organised and integrated, founded upon an 
inter-disciplinary approach to sustainability. Pertinent practical knowledge gathered 
from local, non-local, empirical and non-empirical literature will be mentioned.

2) To construct a model that shows how these factors threaten the viability of RPHE. 
Although there are positive situations experienced by the community, the objective 
is to address how the factors threaten one another so that the circumstances can 
be reversed to ensure its on-going viability.

3) To design operations in response to these threats so that  the qualities that  the 
community ought to have will flourish. This step will include identifying projects to be 
implemented and managed, to select key people groups required to carry these out, 
and to provide the objectives to be reached.

7. Factors Derived From The RPHE

The author had conducted a previous research which identified a few pertinent factors 
affecting RPHE.39 Additional factors have now been found which together show that RPHE 
has a multitude of problems. It is important to note that these factors are not limited to a 
particular  community  such as the RPHE. We live  in  a  global  community  whereby our 
countries and cities are inter-linked and affected by what  is happening in other places 
around the world. An example is the Australian economy. It is constantly being shaped by 
the world global economy as revealed in the many Melburnians made redundant when 
local  businesses shut  down due to  the global  financial  crisis  in  2007 and 2008. 40 The 
instability of RPHE will be revealed. Eight key factors have been chosen that are critical to 
the long-term viability of  this community.  They are listed in Table 1 below and will  be  
further explained:

Factor Modality
Caring Ethical
Art Aesthetic
Work Operational
Management Economical
Social structure Social
Education Epistemic
Vision Credal
Substance Abuse Biotic

Table 1: Factors and Modalities Of RPHE

39 Seng, Sue-Lee (2010)

40 Sonti, Chalpat (2010)
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7.1 Caring (Ethical Modality) 

The first factor deals with care, the uppermost aspect of culture in the domain of human 
character. It is an area sadly lacking not just in RPHE but in our society as a whole. A 
social worker once said that many of the children who reside in RPHE are often wandering 
aimlessly  around  the  estate  as  they  lack  parental  guidance.41 They  are  deprived  of 
emotional support, love and basic parental care. Fathers and mothers will leave money on 
the table for their children to buy their own food while they go to work during the week.

Over the centuries, our lives have become a reflection of our own vanity. Contemporary 
approaches to this modality have centred upon a utilitarian ethic42 which has been injected 
into the society. Consequently, actions have been determined by the pursuit of pleasure 
and the avoidance of pain. This closed systems thinking was derived from Bentham who 
introduced the ‘greatest happiness principle’. According to this principle, goodness was 
defined by whatever that brought the greatest happiness to the greatest number of people. 
Happiness  or  pleasure  was  of  ultimate  importance  in  which  pain  was  reduced  to  a 
minimum.43 This guide measured the moral wealth of an individual as the individual sorted 
to make choices, making decisions which would sacrifice the happiness of a bare minority 
in the pursuit of the interests of the majority.44 Sadly, this type of ethic is unable to address 
the moral crisis in our society.

The good Samaritan ethic is the only approach to mankind that does not turn into an 
oppressor of humanity. It breaks away from self-interest and entails a code of behaviour 
that is sacrificial, with a personal committed love as its essence 45 between people. These 
codes were taught by Jesus as he exposed the inability of the law to help a society out of  
its  moral  crisis  in  the story of  the woman caught  committing adultery. 46  Agape is the 
essence  of  care  which  is  a  love  that  is  self-denying.  It  prevails  despite  temporary 
revulsions that one may feel. This is illustrated in the story of the good Samaritan helping a 
Jew who was left half-dead as he fell victim to robbers on the road.47 In the 1st century AD, 
a Jew would look down on or  would have no association with  a Samaritan. Agape is 
dynamic  and functions as  an open system.  This  is  because it  allows  one to  respond 
creatively  to  unforeseen  circumstances  of  human  needs  as  reflected  in  the  stories 
illustrated. The best place to learn this sacrificial love is in the family. 

7.2 Art (Aesthetic Modality)

Within the aesthetic modality in the domain of the human character, art has been selected 
as an important factor for the viability of RPHE. Through previous findings, art has been 
41 Director of Operation Stitches (2010)

42 de Raadt, J.D.R (2006)

43 Bentham, Jeremy (1781)

44 J.H.H Burns and H.L.A Hart (1977)

45 de Raadt, J.D.R (2005)

46 John 8:3

47 Luke 10:33-37
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understood as an expression of the grace that allows a person to interact within the society 
in a civilised manner48 and that grace is a sign of a person’s dignity. 49 It  is a tool that 
inspires us to be better citizens in our communities. An artist who teaches art classes at  
the BANH once said:

‘The art program allows people to share their skills and cultures and as they build their  
confidence, they teach each other. It’s a gorgeous avenue for self-empowerment. It builds  
artistic skills but it is also community development. It is teaching them daily living skills. It  
is teaching them conflict resolution. I want them to stretch their boundaries of what they’re  
capable of to give them that confidence.’50

On the contrary, when art is dehumanised, the society is dehumanised. The demise of art  
has not just been limited to the physical art but has manifested itself drastically on the 
behaviour of the society. There has been great confusion between the nature of beauty 
and ugliness. Politeness and manners have been abandoned. Various studies have found 
that families are becoming dysfunctional and violent. More kids are becoming desensitised 
to  violence because they experience it  all  around them, be it  in  the family  or  in  their  
computer games.51 Around 600,000 Australian children have been exposed to domestic 
violence.52 From conversations with the children in RPHE, parents were commonly known 
to abuse them verbally or physically in the home. A social worker on the estate stated that 
children would frequently see angry situations happening in RPHE, especially when it was 
a ‘drug-deal gone wrong.’53

Furthermore, industrialisation, with its standardisation and mass production, has dethroned 
art and humanity in our society. This has manifested itself in most corporations as they are 
being led by bureaucratic management54 with profitability as its bottom line. There is little 
interest in the creativity and dreams of individuals within the corporations who have ended 
up being part of the chain of a man-made production line.

7.3 Work (Operational Modality)

Work is an integral part of a person’s life.55 A person’s role is not only to sustain himself as 
an individual. The role of a person’s work is to incorporate one’s gifts and talents to serve 
and sustain the society and the community in which the person inhabits. Just as a body is 
alive and healthy when all the muscles are strengthened by working and moving, humanity 

48 de Raadt, J.D.R (2000)

49 Ibid.

50 Art teacher of BANH (2012)

51 Mickelburough, Peter (2010)

52 ABC News (2006)

53 Manager of Drug and Safety Program at NRCH (2010)

54 The Melbourne Age (2010)

55 de Raadt, J.D.R (2000)
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flourishes when both individuals and communities are busy at work and is strengthened 
when they are working in the fullest capacity.

As a post-modern society, we have strayed away from the original purpose of work and 
how we ought to operate in this world. Utilitarianism from the 18 th century reversed the 
work ethic, focussing on self-interest rather than meeting the needs of others. Ideas about 
work are subjugated by the choice of our careers. People justify their choices of work as  
they  subject  themselves  to  the  way  our  economic  systems  work.  This  is  further 
complicated by the process of  industrialisation which  nurtures  the idea that  work  is  a 
burden. This has resulted on a negative attitude towards work in the society. 75% of the  
residents  in  RPHE  depend  on  government  benefits  even  though  unemployment  is 
relatively low within the estate. However, as citizens and migrants across the nation enjoy 
the financial benefits offered by the Australian government, it is concerning how long the 
economy can continue to deliver this generosity. The future impact of unemployment and 
dependency on the government in RPHE will be more severe and will extend beyond the 
economic dimension of a community.  

7.4 Management (Economic Modality)

The  original  meaning  of  the  word  economics  (oikonomos in  Greek)  referred  to  the 
management  of  a  household.  This  meant  that  the  role  of  an  economist  was  the 
arrangement of work and resources to sustain a family or a small community. This also 
meant that the ideal economic model ought to engage members who serve one another 
and where resources are managed to sustain life. In de Raadt’s book ‘A New Management 
Of  Life’,  the  objective  of  this  new  management  is  to  support  the  whole  life  of  the 
community. Thus, the main task of management is to support work and to make it viable 
so that it  can inject life into the community.  However,  the economic system today has 
abandoned the implication of its original meaning. Each individual has strived to become 
wealthy for his own gain56 as espoused by Adam Smith's 'greatest-happiness principle'57. 
This principle sought to put forward that with one's own gain as his end, one must what he 
owns  or  produced  with  others  who  value  what  he  has to  offer.  This  has caused our 
economic development to be driven by a results-oriented management as it  promotes 
efficiency as reflected in the industrial revolution. This can be reflected in the disjointed 
leadership of  our  current  organisations. The top-down approach in administration from 
private  companies  to  government  bodies  has  resulted  in  a  fractured  and  impersonal 
leadership on human resources. The organisational environment is ‘inhumane, empty and 
soul-less,  with  no  understanding  of  where  people  were  at  emotionally.’ 58 Even 
organisations which aim to be humanitarian have signs of being impersonal as the value of 
care  for  the  employees  is  lost.  A  representative  of  The  Salvation  Army  has  faced 
challenges within the hierarchical system that exists in this large organisation:

‘It  is  too  high.  There  are  people  at  the  top  who  are  telling  us  what  to  do  but  don’t  
necessarily know what’s going on at the bottom. They don’t understand what we’re dealing  
with at the grass roots level.’

56 Smith, Adam (1970)

57 Ibid.

58 Representative of Office of Housing (2010)
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Given that the management of corporations have fallen prey to the mechanistic view of the 
universe,  it  is  no  wonder  that  many  large  corporate  organisations  have  eventually 
collapsed such as HIH in Australia.59 This has in turn shaken the attitudes of management. 
Discussions with various co-ordinators of service providers on the estate have revealed 
that the management and leadership of the RPHE as a whole have been fragmented. 
Previously, the ‘Richmond Estate Action Meeting’ had held discussions among the service 
providers on how to resolve the various issues on the estate. Another program called the 
Local Area Partnership program (LAP) was set up recently.  It aims to pull together the 
various  service  providers  working  in  RPHE.  However,  some  agencies  had  preferred 
partnering  with  individual  agencies  as  large  meetings  seemed  unproductive.  It  was 
mentioned that ‘people ended up talking about their own problems 60 in these meetings'. A 
representative of Operation Stitches further commented that:

‘There  is  a  problem  on  the  estate.  Every  organisation  dealing  with  the  kids  are  
individualistic and not working together. There needs to be a serious working together of  
the different agencies. Everyone is doing different things. The gap needs to be filled by the  
different organisations and agencies involved on the estate for the benefit  of a holistic  
community.’

7.5 Social Structure (Social Modality)

The lack of a strong social structure has been a significant fragmented part of RPHE. The 
family unit, undoubtedly, is one of the most important social systems. It plays a pivotal role  
in shaping society as ‘it all begins from the home.’61 The structure of our society ought to 
be that of a tribe or family62 which implies a strong sense of belonging. This provides the 
only acceptable basis on which social problems can be solved.63 Parenting and the loving 
framework of a family are the most important gifts that a person can endow on a child.  
Nothing  can  compare  to  a  parent's  love  and a  parent's  commitment  to  nurturing  and 
bringing out the unique qualities of his or her child.

Unfortunately, we have seen a great deterioration of quality family life in our society. The 
importance of the role that a family unit plays in building up a healthy society has been lost  
over the recent decades. The traditional model of a nuclear family currently represents a 
minority of households in the RPHE. A dysfunctional family environment has become a 
norm  in  the  estate  as  single-parent  families  make  up  twice  the  number  of  families 
consisting of couples with children.64 Research has shown that the break-up of the family 
unit robs a child of stability in his/her life. Sadly, this number is seemingly on the increase 
in  our  society.65 It  was  mentioned that  there were  children who lived part-time with  a 
59 Westfield, Mark (2003)

60 Representative of Operation Stitches (2010)

61 Officer of The Salvation Army (2010)

62 Deuteronomy 33:1-29

63 Kuyper, Abraham (1950)

64 Richmond Housing Office (2011)

65 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2008)
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relative  or  a  carer  in  the  estate  and  would  only  get  to  see  their  parents  during  the 
weekends.66 Children are often left to their own devices,67 resulting in an increase not only 
in the school drop-out rate but in child crime68 too. Children find themselves having nothing 
to  do  and  are  caught  up  in  bad  company.69 The  aging  population  in  the  estate  was 
identified as ‘an issue, particularly among the Chinese, East Timorese and Vietnamese’ 70 

because the elders from these communities are used to having large extended families 
around them.

7.6 Education (Epistemic Modality)

Through previous research done by Donald de Raadt,71 the education policies established 
by the government have generally been influenced by the industry. Often, the policies do 
not match the needs of the individual but the needs of the industry. The victims are the 
students who have become a number in the education system with limited possibilities of  
personally identifying with the institution or personal relation with the teachers. The feeling 
of being in an academic community is non-existent. As such, the educational institutions 
have ended up as large training factories managed and led by bureaucratic dominations. A 
social  worker  of  the  Jesuit  Social  Services  lamented  about  the  fragmented  education 
systems:

'Young people who have very disrupted lives for a variety of reason mostly around social  
disadvantage of one kind or another fall through the cracks in the education system and  
have great difficulty getting back into the economy through employment and participating  
in society in the way they want to.'

As a result, the education system has become irrelevant to the students’ needs. Though 
the goal of  RWPS is to maintain a high quality in teaching practices72, the current system 
of education does not reflect ethical inspiration in its curriculum. This has led to students 
feeling disengaged from the lessons in class. It was observed that many young children of 
schooling age were loitering around the estate during school hours. One child remarked 
that he played truant from class that day as it did not teach him anything. He would rather  
be outside playing.

7.7 Vision (Credal Modality)

This factor is crucial as it distinguishes man from animal. Human beings are called to a life  
of more than mere existence. This modality provides the link that makes man an integral 
part of the natural realm. Jose Ortega affirmed this intrinsic nature of man in his paper 
66 School Principal of RWPS (2010)

67 Director of Operation Stitches (2010)

68 Mickelburough, Peter (2010)

69 op. cit.

70 Manager of NRCH (2012)

71 de Raadt, J.D. R (2008)

72  School Principal of RWPS (2012)
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‘Revolt Of The Masses’. Unamuno further enhanced this as he stated that we desperately 
needed a viable vision that would guide us to confront a world of conflict and connect us to  
fulfil our duty to the reality of the world in which we live in.73 In a previous research done by 
Donald  de  Raadt,  it  was  found  that  the  Christian  vision  has  a  number  of  systemic  
properties, with its sacrificial ethic being the most fundamental that was able to sustain 
European communities over many centuries.74 

The lack of this ethical vision has been largely responsible for communities being non-
sustainable. Much of the blame must also fall upon the church. It has failed to carry out its 
mission to communicate to the people how their belief is relevant to everyday life, to work,  
to raising a family and to participate in civic duties.75 Although Christianity is the most 
widely accepted religion in Australia,76 there is a spiritual vacuum with a divide between 
faith and how it  relates to our everyday life. Selfishness is no longer concealed in the  
religion. It has become a religion in itself.  

There is a need to re-orientate our view of the world, especially for the young, in order to 
fight against the mess that has plagued it. As re-enforced by a pastor in an interview, our  
society needs ‘another word made flesh’77 to envision an alternative way to engage our 
world today. This will be similar to the actions of Abraham Kuyper, the Dutch reformist and 
Christian cultural activist in the 19th Century. He wrote newspapers for the ordinary people 
from a Christian standpoint.

7.8 Substance-Abuse (Biotic Modality)

This modality distinguishes a living thing from a machine. Substance abuse among young 
people is a major epidemic in our country. Despite the education, availability of information 
and awareness that have been provided, the numbers are still  at alarming levels. The 
issue of drugs and alcohol is a huge and complex challenge, especially for the young 
people78 and for those who are at the bottom rung of society.79 

Similarly, drug abuse is a huge challenge in RPHE. The yards in the estate have been 
littered with human faeces, hundreds of used syringes, empty foils and balloons used to 
contain  drugs,  spoons and other  drug paraphernalia.80 Drug deals  and users  injecting 
drugs were observed just metres from the playgrounds and RWPS.81 It has been observed 

73 de Raadt, J.D.R (2000)

74 de Raadt, J.D.R (2004)

75 op. cit.

76  Wikipedia (2010)

77 Church Minister of Wollongong Christian Reformed Church (2010)

78 Drug Info Clearing House (2010)

79 Officer of The Salvation Army (2010)

80 Heard, Hamish (2011)

81 Ibid.
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by several interviewees that alcohol is not as pertinent on this estate as drugs to the point  
that it seems that ‘drug dealers were running the estate.’ 82 The location of RPHE, with 
many service facilities, close proximity to public transport and local strip shopping, has had 
a determinative effect on Richmond with its easy accessibility for drug dealers and users.  
This has escalated RPHE to the ‘top of the range neighbourhood’ for drug dealing.83 

The  feedback  from various  interviews  also  reflected  that  drug  overdose  was  a  huge 
problem in the area. The co-ordinator from The Salvation Army lamented that she often 
had cases of drug overdosed people dying in front of her office in the estate and cases 
where  people  would  sleep  outside  the  office  with  used  syringes  all  around  them. 
Furthermore, it  was commented by the school  principal that syringes were found lying 
around the perimeters of the school compound and that it was part of the ‘reality of a  
child’s life on this estate.’84 A social worker grieved as she shared that one of the children 
whom she knew had strangers constantly frequenting her apartment which was infested 
with  syringes lying on the floor.  The child's mum and her older sister were both drug-
dealers.85 

There has been considerable debate about the Needles Exchange facility managed under 
the umbrella of NRCH. With its 200 contacts a day, will this enhance the problem or will it  
be part of the solution to the drug problem? The majority of the parents at RWPS would  
‘love to see it (the needle program) gone from that centre’.86 They believe that the children 
are too young to witness such activities.87 

The factors above represent the essence of what have been discovered through empirical 
researches. It may be dismissed as a pessimistic view of the problems in RPHE. However, 
a  renunciation of  the problems will  assume a  static  outlook of  life  which  neglects the 
changing properties of a living system. This renunciation will be selfish and will disregard 
the dynamic nature of the community. On the other hand, a systemic approach through 
analysing the critical links between these factors will show the gravity of the problems. 

8. Critical Links Between The Factors Causing RPHE To Be In Crisis

A crisis is termed as a situation when a living system is non-viable, that is, it is no longer  
able to live. Therefore, the viability of a community becomes vulnerable and may slip into a 
state of crisis when a diversity of factors that should promote its stability is threatened. The 
impact of these factors on the stability of the community depends much greater on the 
links between the factors rather than the factors themselves. An improper order can have 
adverse effects on the community and the links can either constrain or inspire another 
modality.  For  example,  through  previous  researches  on  RPHE,  it  was  revealed  that  

82 Ibid.

83 Director of Operation Stitches (2010)

84 Birkhill, Brent (2012)

85 Director of Operation Stitches (2010)

86 Houlihan, Liam (2005)

87 Quin, Michael (2011)
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substance abuse was a predominant factor. However, it was not an isolated factor in the 
community. It was systemically interconnected with other factors such as caring, a sense 
of family and violent tendencies. Just as the cancerous cells in one organ of our human 
organism can spread to  the other  parts  of  the body,  so substance abuse can spread 
through  the  determinative  and  normative  links  in  the  community,  contaminating  every 
modality. Systemically, this unveils that solely addressing substance abuse would not lead 
to a sustainable solution. 

In Figure 2 below, black arrows are shown indicating determinative links which represent a 
harmful link between one factor with another. The links between the factors reveal that if  
they  are  not  properly  addressed,  it  will  only  be  a  matter  of  time  before  RPHE faces 
eventual  collapse.  Therefore,  using  the  methodology  previously  explained,  nine  links 
between these factors that can cause instability in the community will be examined. These 
critical links and their respective factors can be found in Section 13. The factors matrix 
shown in the matrix also reveals that there are actual white arrows which currently exist on 
the estate. These actual white arrows will be further explained in Section 12. However, the 
focus of this section is to look at the black arrows. It should be noted that for the purpose  
of this report, this list of nine important links are exemplary but not exhaustive. 

Figure 2: Critical Links (Black Arrows) Between Factors In RPHE
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8.1 Caring (Ethical Modality)  Vision (Credal Modality)  

The  first  determinative  arrow  to  be  considered  links  vision  with  caring.  It  has  been 
established that the essence of the ethical modality is agape which is based on a sacrificial 
ethic. It is the source of inspiration as we engage in nature in obedience to the cultural 
command given to humanity. It exhorts us to serve others when they cannot repay. As we 
exercise this ethic,  a  person’s character gradually strengthens, improves and brings a 
positive  change to the community.88 Conversely,  the utilitarian vision embraced by our 
society  has  rejected  this  agape  ethic  and  replaced  it  with  a  formula  that  shifts  from 
sustenance and sharing to the gratification of one’s greed. This has transformed our city 
into a ‘me’ society where the average citizen seems to be motivated by self-interests and 
shows little concern for his neighbours. Within the family,  many children were found to 
have skipped classes not because of truancy but due to the parents’ choice of not wanting 
to  get  up in  the morning to  bring them to  school.  With this  absence of  nurturing and 
parental passivity in their lives, there is a lack of care starting with the individual.

8.2 Caring (Ethical Modality)  Management (Economic Modality)

The situation in RPHE exemplifies how a utilitarian management environment can damage 
a community by forming a black arrow between caring and management. Many projects 
that were implemented for the estate were government funded. In the various interviews, it  
was mentioned that there were several instances where the many service providers for 
RPHE were applying for the same government grants and inevitably created a sense of 
competition among themselves. Potential partnerships did not follow through. This is a far  
cry from the past where resources were shared and distributed to support the needs of the  
people. On top of this, as science has served mankind by promoting efficiency, a results-
oriented management environment has ensued. A social worker at the NRCH described 
his angst about working under the authority of the local council:

‘The State Government doesn’t really care whether it works or not but they just want to  
know what you’re going to produce and they want to see results and success rates.’

This bureaucratic domination of hierarchy has crept into organisations which have always 
deemed themselves to promote community togetherness and care. Sadly, organisations 
like The Salvation Army and the local councils are managed through measurable results  
(profits and numbers). To make matters worse, the projects that have been implemented 
have not generally solved the multiple problems faced by the estate. A representative 
running a kids program under Operation Stitches vented her frustration as she shared that:

‘We use a preventative type of approach. The councils try to provide services decided by  
the  residents.  That’s  why  we  don’t  get  a  dollar.  They  would  spend  hundreds  and  
thousands of dollars on a community garden and they think that can solve the problem.  
This is their attitude.’

88 de Raadt, J.D.R (2006)
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8.3 Management (Economic Modality)  Social Structure (Social  
Modality) 

With the influx of migrants in Melbourne in the 1930s, the government made pious claims 
about  its social  responsibility  to accommodate the needs of the people. Despite those 
claims,  the  government  embraced  the  idea  of  ‘social  responsibility’  with  a utilitarian 
philosophy, introducing policies which control society for the benefit of the majority.  It is 
unmoved by the social hardship that still exists, including the large percentage of single 
mothers, the rising anti-social behaviour of youth and the despaired elderly group. Then 
there are the jobless who are supported by Centrelink payments.  The flip side of this 
financial support system is that it can become a disincentive to work as Centrelink does 
not pay if a claimant works more than a certain number of hours. A community worker on  
the estate remarked that ‘the needs are endless and it isn’t very consistent on the ground  
with what organisations on the estate are doing or can do.’89

Also, there have been many instances where various community development initiatives 
for the RPHE were tried but could not be sustained. There was a new community advisory  
group which was planned to be introduced for RPHE. It would be made up of 11 residents  
from different backgrounds supported by the government and the relevant organisations in 
the local community. The objective was for the residents to start making decisions about 
their future and how to go forward in different stages. However there were great difficulties 
in engaging the residents in ongoing conversation. This lack of community involvement 
might have been due to the continual change of the government bodies managing the 
estate. There could also be a lack of trust between the participating residents and the 
organisers. Another simple but major factor was believed to be the language barrier as 
60% of the residents have English as their second language.  

8.4 Social Structure (Social Modality)  Vision (Credal Modality)

A lack of vision in RPHE has caused individuals in the community to be disconnected from 
each other  and hence a low level  of  committed relationships. What is  alarming is the  
considerable  number  of  children  who  are  growing  up  in  single-parent  families  on  the 
estate.  There  is  a  higher  number  of  single  mothers  and  a  great  lack  of  fatherhood. 
Children often end up paying the price as evidenced in recent statistics which revealed the 
increasing number of suspected cases of child neglect.90 They are deprived of a family 
experience and are forced to turn to other avenues for guidance and support such as their  
peer group or internet social networks.91 Furthermore, there is a low level of community 
morale in RPHE and ‘it can get really flat’.92 The people exist for the benefit of themselves. 
This  could  be  due  to  a  lack  of  inspiration  and  understanding  of  their  purpose  and 
responsibility as individuals, to their families and the social structures that surround them.

89 Representative of Office of Housing (2010)

90 Bromfleid, Leah (2010)

91 O’Brien, Susan (2008), Duncan, Jamie (2010)

92 Representative of BANH (2012)
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8.5 Work (Operational Modality)  Vision (Credal Modality)

From conversations with the local residents, it was observed that their scope of faith was 
limited. Our thinking always starts by relying on certain truths delivered to us by other 
persons. Therefore, we must rely on the faithfulness of these persons.93 There seemed to 
be a lack of mentors and good role models for these residents. This has resulted in a lack 
of vision and the understanding of a person’s role of work. It was mentioned in various 
interviews that individuals, including parents themselves, have an inferiority complex and 
have no goals in life. It was believed that many of them are third generation unemployed.  
A representative of The Salvation Army remarked that:

‘It is a complicated situation. There is a sense of hopelessness. A lot of people are in a  
place that is unfamiliar to them and get caught up in these networks early on in their  
migration  here.  There  is  unemployment  and  a  language  barrier.  It  is  a  vicious  cycle  
because these people cannot get employed.’

Another representative from the estate shared that some residents do not want a job in the 
first place.94 With a lack of inspiration for one’s own life, these people can become easily 
manipulated. Work has become a means to meet the wants ‘for the moment’95 rather than 
products and services that are aimed at fulfilling real needs.

8.6 Work (Operational Modality)  Management (Economic Modality) 

For the new migrants and those who rely heavily on government support, the pathways to  
finding employment are very difficult. It was reported that many who wanted a job could 
not find work even after they had tried very hard. A resident only found a position in a 
community enterprise recently because the vacancy was known through a worker living in 
the estate. A lady with a postgraduate master degree from her home country ended up 
working in a factory as she could not find work in her field. It is believed that there have 
been situations where residents would not even get an opportunity for an interview as they 
were judged by where they lived. 

It was observed that there was a common overlap of similar services on the estate such as 
English classes and after-school homework classes for the children. This overlap existed 
even though every service provider had limited resources. Many ideas were also shared 
but had not ‘taken off  the ground running.’96 According to many service providers,  the 
community groups are generally independent instead of interdependent. The leadership 
and  decision-making  roles  among  the  service  providers  have  become  fragmented. 
Several  interviewees  lamented  that  partnerships  took  up  too  much  time  as  they  had 
responsibilities  in  their  own  organisations.  A  consequence  of  this  is  a  lack  of 
communication among the groups. One of the community workers  on the estate remarked 
that:

93 de Raadt, J.D.R (2000)

94 Representative of Office of Housing (2010)

95 Representative of The Salvation Army (2010)

96 op. cit.
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‘Often something doesn’t get done because there are so many different viewpoints and  
different organisations don’t want to take risks to collaborate together...No one wants to do  
the groundwork commitment.’

It  has  only  been  recently  where  the  City  of  Yarra  Council  initiated  a  ‘Local  Area 
Partnership’  which  is  about  pulling  together  service  providers  for  children,  youth  and 
families on the estate. It was realised that greater communication needs to take place in 
order to steward their limited resources wisely to have a greater impact on the community. 
However,  many representatives  who work  on the estate interviewed made a common 
remark that there was a lack of collaboration in RPHE and that service providers from the 
estate  would  need  to  address  this  insufficiency  in  order  to  safeguard  its  future.  This 
presents a great challenge.

8.7 Work (Operational Modality)  Social Structure (Social Modality)

Our society has been coerced into a disruptive capitalist system. This is shown in the 
normative link between Work in the Operational Modality and Social Structure in the Social  
Modality.  Our society has fallen short  of the tall  order of the role of work in our lives.  
Money has become the driving force for our choice of work. This is evidenced in RPHE as 
it was remarked that residents would become drug-dealers for a ‘quick buck.’97 Children 
have not been known to be given drugs directly by their parents but they have been known 
to be drug runners for dealers on the estate. They are easy targets as dealers would 
convince them in earning easy money. It is a negative start for their young lives.

Furthermore,  as  many of  the  residents  in  RPHE are  new migrants,  they  can start  to 
conform to the first-world lifestyle. This is revealed in a comment made by The Manager of 
Counselling, Case Work and Community Programs at NRCH:

‘Crown Casino used to have a bus running from the estate that  came to pick up the  
residents  on  pension  day.  This  sort  of  thing  has a  great  negative  impact  on  society.  
People lose money. So it crosses from parenting, from healthy diets through to lifestyle  
stuff that people don’t hear. Some of the Sudanese women have never seen so much  
money. Then there is a Sudanese woman who suddenly has a big win. Everyone else  
starts  thinking that that’s  the viable way to earn money.  If  you’ve  never come from a  
money culture and everyone seems to be doing it that seems to be the way for prosperity  
for them.’

A  person’s  perspective  of  work  has  also  been  narrowed.  The  ability  to  identify 
opportunities to serve their neighbour has been lost. People tend to be caught up in the 
consumerist society. Sadly, if we continue to allow the forces of capitalism to overtake our 
obligations to our families and communities, we seem to be taking our society further away 
from equilibrium than it already is.

8.8 Caring (Ethical Modality)  Social Structure (Social Modality)  

We have become a society that has got out of the habit of caring for each other. There is  
an ethical poverty if parents ignore the parental ethics in handling their money. It has been  
revealed that parents consider work and earning money as a priority against caring for 

97 Representative of Office of Housing (2010)
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their  families.98 Money has  consequently  been  the  important  guiding  principle  of  their 
choice to work versus family upbringing. One of the social workers in RPHE who has a 
close relationship with the children spoke about this lack of care in the home:

‘Poverty here is not about the lack of finance. Kids have access to considerable amount of  
money. They are sometimes given $60 a week to care for themselves at the age of 8 to  
buy their own food and clothes. A kid here in Richmond is given $15 a day to support  
himself. They lack parental guidance, love and acceptance within their own family. We can  
do what we can do and we will. How much more effective we could be if we could put a  
team on staff to help these kids.’ 99

The  absence  of  family  ties  and  committed  relationships  in  the  home  impede  in  the 
nurturing of an ethical orientation in a child’s world view. As mentioned previously, care 
should  not  only  come  from  the  family  units  but  also  from  organisations  in  the 
neighbourhood. In the absence of ethics and beliefs, a society will  be submitted to the 
control of the institutions, with dependency on every aspect of life, including the way the 
families are run. There is a case involving one young woman from the estate who has just  
become a single mother. She has put her young child into child care 5 days a week and 
she does not  work.  Today,  out-of-home care  or  childcare  centres  are  embellishing  to 
provide quality care,100 and our government is endeavouring to bring civility into our child 
protection services.101 However,  nothing can compare to  the nurturing from one’s own 
father and mother. 

8.9 Social Structure (Social Modality)  Substance-Abuse (Biotic  
Modality)

These black arrows link social structure in the social modality and substance-abuse in the 
biotic modality. A common scene for many children in RPHE is to see used syringes lying 
around in their homes or intermittent strangers coming into their home to buy drugs from 
their  parents.102 Though  parents  have  not  been  known  to  give  drugs  directly  to  their 
children, they are nevertheless a role model to their kids. They are directly influencing their 
children  by  exposing  their  children  to  drug  dealing.  A  representative  from the  RWPS 
emphasised that parents who had become drug-dealers are ‘just not to par to be able to 
parent well.’

Furthermore, the local school principal lamented that there were parents in RPHE who had 
committed suicide due to a drug overdose. With this devastating effect on a young child, 
they are forced to grow up to fend for themselves. As the children are left to their own  
devices, social isolation usually sets in. This lack of guidance sets a foundation for later 
violence out of the home. In the RPHE, children as early as 10 years old have had a 

98 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2009)

99 Representative of Operation Stitches (2010)

100 State Child Care in Australia (2010)

101 Bromfield, Leah (2010)

102 Representative of Operation Stitches (2010)
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criminal  record,  or  have  experimented with  drugs  as  early  as  15 years  old. 103 With  a 
fragmented  society  such  as  this,  the  young  people  are  searching  for  their  identity  in 
substances. Their only coping mechanism to block out problems is to resort to drugs and 
alcohol so that they can suppress pain and suffering.104

The open drug scene in the neighbourhood is so apparent that ‘Richmond children are 
playing drug dealing in parks around the housing estates, imitating the swarms of dealers, 
users  and  drunks  that  frequent  playgrounds  in  the  area.’105 Drug  addicts  have  turned 
playgrounds, empty flats and even laundry areas into makeshift heroin shooting arcades. 
The Manager of the Drug Safety Program stated that:

‘…for people who have nowhere to go to, we have the public injecting scenario especially  
when they are in a state of withdrawal symptoms…they would often go to more vulnerable  
areas such as the lane ways in their residential areas. It can be very confronting and can  
cause tension between residents. Angry situations arise and this is not helpful to anybody.’

One social worker on the estate reported picking up more than 15 syringes every day from 
stairwells, laundries and playgrounds in just one section of the estate. 106 The parents in 
RPHE expressed their grave concern:

‘How do you let your children play in the park when you know there are syringes and the  
whole place is like a McDonald’s drive-through for heroin?’ 107

There have been initiatives that have tried to solve these issues, one being the Operation 
Elizabeth program. This initiative hopes to prevent the spread of drugs sold openly along 
Victoria  Street  (especially  in  the  Richmond area)  and to  restrict  the  drug trade in  the 
neighbourhood.108 This  saw a  decrease  in  the  number  of  clients  who  came in  to  the 
Needles Exchange facility. However, there has been debate about  the effectiveness of 
such initiatives. Unfortunately this has not eradicated the problem and has merely resulted 
in the drug users being displaced to the city centre and to Footscray.

9. Black Loops Formed From The Analysis  

These nine sets of arrows provide a model for the dynamic change that is taking place in 
RPHE and a projection of what may happen in the future. RPHE, like many other parts of  
our city and other developed communities, comprises of black arrows which make up a 
loop called a black loop. These black loops will make the community non-viable in the long 
term unless action is taken to counteract the destructive loop. From the above analysis 

103 op. cit.
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and with reference to the solid black arrows in Figure 2, it was observed that the following 
four black loops will accelerate this disintegration in RPHE:

   Black Loop 1: Vision  Caring  Management  Social Structure  Vision   
Black Loop 2: Vision  Work  Management  Social Structure  Vision   

 Black Loop 3: Social Structure  Management  Work  Social Structure  
   Black Loop 4: Social Structure  Caring  Management  Social Structure  

Looking upward in Figure 2, it can be observed that in Black Loop 1 and 2, the lack of 
vision  opens  the  pathway  for  a  decline  in  caring  for  the  community  and  a  lack  of 
understanding of our service to the community. As we look downward, this lack of care 
and a lack of understanding of our community services causes management to be corrupt.  
This unethical management no longer exercises a caring inspiration to the social structure 
in RPHE. Thus, the social structure plays a detrimental role as it serves the community 
with a distorted vision. 

Black Loop 3 shows that people in the community lack the support to manage their lives. 
Public institutions and service providers tend to have bureaucratic controls which are often 
over - or mismanaged and not productive. With a managerial philosophy that regards work 
as  something  that  must  be  minimised  in  the  production  of  goods  and  services, 
employment is usually limited. This lack of work opportunities for the community results in  
the under-utilisation of skills, intellect and character. Without work, people will experience 
low self-esteem and self-worth. 

In Black Loop 4, it is observed that social fragmentation impedes on people to have an 
ethical concern for one another. Thus, people insufficiently care nor have the courage to 
voice up to the authorities. As we look downward, this bureaucratic domination oppresses 
and controls the people. This in turn creates an environment which does not encourage 
developing a character of ethical concern. 

Over time, as these loops feed on themselves, they cause positive feedbacks by taking the 
community further away from the equilibrium. Unless intervened, a systemic collapse will  
occur. In the black loops above, vision and social structure are the two key factors in the 
dynamic change of a community. They will continue to play a critical role. 

These complex systemic links between the factors reveal that addressing a single factor in 
isolation will not effectively arrest the imminent collapse of RPHE. In order to eradicate the 
problems  and  to  ensure  the  long-term viability  of  RPHE,  a  systemic  inter-disciplinary 
approach to our society will need to be embraced as the prime instrument of intervention.

10. Arresting The Collapse Of RPHE 

A state of equilibrium in a community is only reached when all parts of a system in each of  
the modalities are also in equilibrium. An attempt to eradicate the problems completely is  
beyond the objective of this paper. However  a redesign of at least parts of  the RPHE 
would be addressed. This involves managing the black arrows linking the selected factors 
mentioned before.

This redesign will take a normative approach as it addresses the human responsibility and 
the capacity  of  the residents to  build their  own community.  The common approach of 
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politicians  or  bureaucrats  to  generate  social  outcomes  is  to  re-engineer  livelihood  by 
writing  and  implementing  policies.  Alternatively,  the  service  providers  can  continue 
resorting to a reliance on more government funding. Unfortunately they often ‘hit a brick 
wall’.109 Rather than tailoring the design to such determinative solutions, the aim of this 
redesign is to provide concrete possibilities that can be attained in RPHE by individuals or 
groups within the community. Firstly, the desired quality of each normative factor will be 
examined. Actual links which currently exist are shown in a solid line in Figure 3 and will  
be explained. Thereafter, new operations and the social groups involved to perform them 
will be detailed. The desired white arrows and white loops expected to be generated will  
be mentioned. A white arrow contributes positively to the sustainability of the community.  
Figure 4 shows the consolidated normative links in the desired system.

11. Desired Qualities For The Chosen Factors Affecting RPHE

A  vision  for  RPHE  based  on  the  pertinent  normative  factors  is  represented  in  a 
summarised  manner  below.  This  vision  represents  the  best  desired  qualities  for  the 
community. 

11.1 Caring

To ensure the sustainability of RPHE, caring will demand a culture in the community where 
people have a sacrificial ethic to their neighbour. People should care for each other’s well-
being. As opposed to independence, a culture of interdependence needs to be formed 
among the residents. Volunteer participation will need to be championed as the approach 
to providing the necessary human resources to sustain this care. There is limited financial  
support for the estate. This care demands sacrificial love not just from the family units but 
also from organisations in the local neighbourhood. 

11.2 Art

Art inspires us to be better citizens in our community. It is a tool that provides for a better  
society. BANH offers good art programs and has expanded over the years. According to 
the co-ordinator of the arts programs, these programs have had various positive outcomes 
for a person such as self-esteem. It is a tool that has brought the community together. 

11.3 Work

Work is an intrinsic part of our lives. We should therefore expect that every able person in 
RPHE should be engaged in meaningful  work.  This work should provide products and 
services for the real needs of the community as opposed to commercial interests. This will 
require educational programs focusing on people rather than on industry demands. The 
programs  should  specifically  target  the  youths.  It  is  also  essential  for  a  sustainable 
community to develop its own small industry. 

11.4 Management

An ethical resourceful management and leadership team will need to be implemented. The 
main task of management is to support work and to make it viable. This in turn will inject 

109 Representative of Office of Housing (2010)
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life into the community. The management should support the viability of the various service 
providers.   The community will need to be re-orientated, changing its attitude from relying 
heavily on the government and large corporations for what it needs.

11.5 Social Structure

For RPHE to prosper, it needs to become a community of self-worth, initiative, leadership  
and appreciative of each other’s talents and skills. As we have discovered, this is the weak 
link in  the chain of  our  social  structure on the estate.  Therefore we will  need service  
providers and schools to encourage family responsibilities. The young people should be 
prepared and trained for leadership in the fields they are talented in and have a passion 
for. They should be encouraged to pursue their education. From within the community,  
leadership must also be encouraged. Those who are concerned for the welfare of the 
community must be supported.

11.6 Education

Education is one of the most important factors in sustaining a healthy community.  The 
programs  should  be  multi-disciplinary  and  tailored  to  suit  the  individual  to  achieve  a 
wholesome education,  including character  development,  professional  skills,  intelligence 
and health. It should reflect an ethical inspiration in its curriculum and must be normative 
as  it  instructs  students  on  the  right  paths  toward  conducting  a  community-centred 
livelihood. Programs will need to be developed that focus on the interests and needs of the 
local community. This will avoid programs of studies becoming too narrowly focused or too 
broad.

11.7 Vision

Vision is one of the critical factors in a community. It is regarded as a starting point for  
leadership development and education in a community.110 Vision is less about the future 
and more about the way things ought to be in the present.  A viable vision should not 
assume a perfect  and harmonious world.  On the contrary,  it  must  confront  a  world  of 
conflicts  and  injustice  as  it  incorporates  a  sacrificial  ethic.  The local  church  will  need 
avenues to encourage the community to embrace an ethical vision that will  ensure the 
long-term viability of RPHE. Programs will need to be run by the local church to cast a  
vision which  focuses on the broad span of  services to  the community  including work,  
courtship and love, raising children and participating in wider community duties. 

11.8 Substance-Abuse

Ultimately, it is hoped that drug dealing and drug usage in RPHE will be eradicated. The  
solution  will  not  be  to  move  the  drug  pushers  and  users  elsewhere.  A  preventative 
approach will need to take place where local residents, especially the young, should be 
educated on the negative long term effects of drug usage and addiction.

110 de Raadt, D Veronica (2004)
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12. Actual White Arrows Explained

In the context of a living system such as a community, a white arrow is used to denote 
contribution towards the sustainability of the living system. From the empirical research 
done in RPHE, it was observed that there were actual white arrows, that is, they reflect the  
normative links that are happening now in the estate. These actual white arrows will be  
briefly explained.

Figure 3: Actual White Arrows at RPHE

12.1 Caring   Work

The white arrowhead from caring to work indicates that the activities that currently exist in  
RPHE have an ethical concern for the community and the work being promoted through 
the six service providers has a strengthening effect on caring for the local residents. It was  
remarked that the people who co-ordinate and lead the initiatives and programs on the 
estate 'go over and above because they are passionate about it.'111 These organisations 
have an empathetic approach to the needs of the community. There are currently several  
programs in RPHE that exist to help care for the community. After-school activities such as 
homework clubs have been set up to help the primary school children. The older youths 
have  been  given  empowerment  opportunities  in  Operation  Stitches  such  as  fashion 
design, street art and cooking classes.112 NRCH provides drug and alcohol counselling 
111 Representative from BANH (2012)

112 Director of Operation Stitches (2010)
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sessions together and offers various support groups for the spectrum of ages.113 RWPS 
‘fills in the gaps’ by providing breakfasts and uniform relief programs for the children.114 

12.2 Art  Social Structure

The  positive  outcomes  from  the  various  art  disciplines  such  as  music,  dancing  and 
painting for the various age groups were recorded through interviews held at the BANH 
and Operation Stitches. A local resident who attended one of the BANH art  programs 
mentioned that she had never drawn before and that the process of learning to draw has 
helped her changed in her perspective view of things. Another resident shared that he 
became more confident from the painting classes he attended. A social worker associated 
with these classes commented that music and dancing were avenues of support to allow 
the youths to express themselves. A representative from Operation Stitches affirmed that 
the  creative  arts  programs  'got  them  off  the  streets'  and  built  their  self-esteem. 
Furthermore,  it  was these activities  that  brought  people together  and allowed them to  
connect with each other and the wider community.

12.3 Work  Social Structure

The service providers NRCH and BANH have had a policy of employing local residents. 
Many  of  these  residents  are  bi-lingual  and  are  able  to  understand  the  needs  of  the 
residents, especially as they are 'on the ground.'115 Furthermore, it was commented that 
there were many local residents who had a desire to 'give back to the community'. 116 Many 
of  the  residents  hoped  to  study  community  development  courses  or  aspired  to  find 
community-related jobs such as aged care and hospitality.117 

12.4 Social Structure  Education 

Many  of  the  service  providers  currently  offer  various  educational  programs  for  the 
residents.  BANH facilitates  English  and  creative  arts  classes.  NRCH provides various 
health education programs. RWPS provides a high standard of literacy and numeracy for 
students  at  the  primary school  level.  The Salvation  Army supports  new migrants  with 
English  classes  and  teaches  cooking  skills  to  single  people  who  live  on  the  estate. 
Operation  Stitches  has  a  variety  of  children  and  youth  programs  such  as  homework 
assistance and creative arts programs. It inculcates a message to the young people to 
'make good life choices' and to 'say no to drugs, violence and crime'.  These programs 
contribute to the sustainability of RPHE. 

113 Representative of NRCH (2012)

114 School Principal of RWPS (2010)

115 Representative of BANH (2012), Representative of NRCH (2012)

116 Representative of Office of Housing (2010)

117 Ibid.
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13. Defining The Operations With The Desired White Loops 

These white arrows are worth noting as one of the purposes of the design is to create as 
many white loops as possible. These white arrows can be found in the Factors Matrix in 
Section 14. The white loops are formed from the consolidation of several white arrows. 
The white loops will be generated from the actual white arrows shown solid plus expected  
new arrows we wish to create which are shown dotted in Figure 3. This will  ultimately 
strengthen, as opposed to threaten, the viability of RPHE. These expected new arrows will  
be generated from the operations designed which will  be explained in further detail  in  
Section 13.
The necessary activities that need to be designed and the groups who will carry out these 
activities  will  now be  explained.  In  RPHE,  seven  groups  of  people  are  identified:  the 
families,  BANH,  The  Salvation  Army,  NRCH,  RWPS,  Operation  Stitches  and  DHS. 
However,  in  order  to  build  the  future  of  RPHE,  a  newly  formed  group  comprising  of 
community development educators, which will be termed CDE, will need to be introduced. 
Additionally, these groups will require a new management and leadership team to support 
them. This new management team is not a government or political authority but another 
newly  formed community  group  described  in  section  13.5.  Thus,  the  future  of  RPHE 
requires both starting new social groups as well as strengthening and supporting existing 
ones. 

Figure 4: Desired White Loops For RPHE Comprising of Actual and Expected White 
Arrows 
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13.1 Community Market ( Work   Social Structure )

Generally,  both  the  working  and economic  conditions  are  harsh  in  the  western  cities. 
There  needs  to  be  development  in  both  areas.  This  operation  links  work  and  social 
structure in Loop 1 & 3 of Figure 4. To ensure the viability of the community, there needs 
to be viable social enterprises using local resources such as the community garden and 
the artistic skills of the residents. This activity will need the Salvation Army, BANH, DHS 
and  participation  of  the  local  residents.  This  will  cultivate  a  culture  of  financial  
independence. Instead of focusing on the needs of industry, this will focus on local real  
needs.

13.2 Neighbourhood Mentoring (Social Structure  Caring)

This initiative is taken from an African proverb which states that it takes a village to raise a  
child. This is a link from social structure to caring in Loop 1 of Figure 4. This suggests that 
raising  children  should  not  just  be  the  role  of  the  parents.  It  comes  down  to  the 
responsibility of the entire community, especially when considering the care needed for the 
single-parent families and the elderly group. This operation suggests that the essence of 
involvement would be a response to invest into the wider community as an expression of 
love. Love, after all, is the central guiding principle that is needed to guide every action. 
This will replace the current lack of a fatherly role in the estate and allow the involvement  
of  the  elderly  so  that  they are  not  isolated  from the  wider  community.  This  will  be  a 
platform for the local people to create a culture of care as they strive to fulfil real needs.

13.3 Pop-up Art Galleries (Work  Art)

Art has served as a successful tool for the community so far, being championed by BANH.  
The various art  projects that currently exist  in  BANH could be taken a step further  to 
become a social enterprise. This closes the white loop that is desired in Loop 2 of Figure 
4. This will create a culture for art appreciation which needs to be instilled in many other 
residents. This will allow local artists not to be reduced to standardisation but will allow 
them to create meaningful work as they serve the wider community with their skills and 
talents.

13.4 Residents Committee (Management   Social Structure)

This group will be made up mainly of local residents together with other representatives 
who  work  on  the  estate  who  have  an  ethical  concern  for  RPHE.  They  will  act  as  a  
committee who will work closely with the residents. It is hoped that this group will provide 
grass roots support  to their neighbours and encourage residents to participate in local 
activities. This group will  be equipped to bring a viable management and leadership to 
their neighbourhood as it forms part of the white Loop 3 in Figure 4.

13.5 Think Tank Management ( Work    Management ) 

The operations described will require a supportive management team that can help them 
co-ordinate, plan and obtain the necessary resources. This will form the white Loop 3 in 
Figure 4. Called the Richmond Think Tank Management team (RTTM), it will serve as a 
leadership group for RPHE. It will be independent from the bureaucratic domination that 
currently burdens the estate. Its ultimate objective is to prosper the RPHE community with 
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an ethical  stance.  This  group will  have some local  residents  in  its  make up so  as to 
encourage ownership in overall development and community planning. It will also facilitate 
co-ordination of leadership in RPHE.

13.6 Community Development Programme (Education  Vision)

Education  by  itself  is  not  sufficient  to  ensure  vocational  prospects.  There  were  many 
residents  who  desired  to  ‘give  back  to  the  community’  but  found  that  the  education 
programs offered did not equip them sufficiently. To ensure that their education is not put  
to waste, an independent training program on developing sustainable communities needs 
to take place as shown in Loop 4 of Figure 4. This program should be run by the CDE. The 
program should train local residents to become leaders of their community with a holistic 
vision. It should instil in them intellectual wisdom and a love for the community. It should  
firstly focus on the interests of the local community and secondly provide the academic 
and scientific resources for the work that needs to be done on the estate. This training will  
inadvertently provide a more wholesome education for the person as it will be aimed at  
developing character, professional skills and wisdom. The program should teach people to 
identity the needs in and out of the community in a non-institutionalised environment. It will  
prepare people to make sacrifices. This program should not only train the residents but 
serve  as an educational  programme to equip all  the existing service  providers on the 
estate. 

13.7 Family Program (Social Structure    Vision)

Strong families need to be built and replace the social fragmentation that occurs within the 
estate. This operation is shown with the arrow in Loop 4 of Figure 3. An ethical vision will  
need  to  be  set  in  place  as  it  considers  the  family  development  above  economic 
development. It will build foundations that can support the character of individuals rather 
than focus on individualism. This can introduce the epistemic instruction to reinforce the 
understanding of the gender’s role and their importance in society.  Based on a holistic 
vision, it will affirm to parents and long-term carers their responsibilities and train them on  
how to raise children. The Salvation Army Corps and Community Church, together with  
NRCH and Operation Stitches could partner together for this program as they work with 
the families on the estate. They can serve as support groups afterwards. 

The Family Program is based on ethical beliefs and principles. These include: treating 
family members with dignity and respect; individualised, flexible and responsive practices; 
information sharing so that families can make informed decisions; family choice regarding 
program practices and intervention options; partnership of parents with the children rather 
than a top-down approach. These practices will most likely produce optimal outcomes for 
the children, parents, and the family. The family is more likely to follow through with the 
programs  when  they  buy  into  them  and  are  involved  in  the  decision  making.  If  the 
programs are also designed to fit into their schedules, they are more likely to adhere to it.

13.8 Neighbourhood Nights (Social Structure  Education)

A viable community is developed through communicating and teaching a thought process 
rather than manipulating or coercing someone. This white arrow can be found in Figure 4  
as it creates the desired white Loop 4. All the social groups which exist on the estate could  
participate  in  this  activity,  the  Neighbourhood  Nights.  This  will  support  grass  roots 
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leadership,  cross  culture  learning,  and  inter-generational  connections  from  within  the 
community. This will also give an opportunity for the local residents to develop and impart  
their skills and talents within the wider community. It will also serve as a platform for the  
local residents to connect on a regular basis. 

14. Summary Of The Impact of The Operations

Below is a consolidated table of the expected compensating arrows as the operations are 
implemented in RPHE. 

Normative
Factor

Actual
Arrow

Expected 
Arrow

Determinative
Factor

Non-emp Emp Total

01 caring   04 work 5 34 39
01 caring    05 management 0 11 11
01 caring       06 social structure 2 19 21
01 caring 07 education 0 5 5
01 caring   10 vision 0 10 10
01 caring 12 substance abuse 0 1 1
02 art    04 work 0 3 3
02 art   06 social structure 0 16 16
02 art 07 education 0 1 1
04 work      05 management 14 59 7
04 work      06 social structure 2 21 23
04 work 07 education 1 3 4
04 work    10 vision 4 26 30
04 work 12 substance abuse 0 3 3
05 management       06 social structure 3 9 12
05 management 07 education 0 1 1
05 management 10 vision 0 5 5
06 social structure      07 education 0 12 12
06 social structure        10 vision 3 11 14
06 social structure    12 substance abuse 2 17 19
07 education   10 vision 0 2 2
07 education 12 substance abuse 0 2 2
12 substance abuse 16 space 1 0 1

Table 2: Factors Matrix of Actual and Expected Arrows

                    White Loop 1: Caring    Work    Social Structure    Caring  
                    White Loop 2: Art    Social Structure    Work    Art  
                    White Loop 3: Work    Social Structure    Management    Work  
                    White Loop 4: Vision    Social Structure    Education    Vision  

The RTTM which  links 05 Management and 04 Work in  Loop 3 will  be of  uppermost 
importance as this will be the driving force of many of the operations. It gathers together  
the  local  residents  who  have  an  ethical  commitment  for  RPHE.  Simultaneously,  the 
Residents Committee which links 06 Social Structure to 05 Management will need to be 
formed as it gathers residents and individuals working on the estate who will support the 
local residents as it forms a grass roots leadership team on the estate. 
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The existing  service  providers  have  an  ethical  concern  for  the  residents.  However,  a 
renewed sense of ethical concern will  need to take place amongst the local residents, 
especially between the families on the estate. The Neighbourhood Mentoring programme 
will allow this care to be cultivated amongst the residents as it closes White Loop 1 linking  
06 Social Structure and 01 Caring. This initiative could start after the RTTM has set out to 
find families who already have this  ethical  concern.  However,  it  will  take time for  this  
culture of care to be cultivated amongst the residents.  The Community Market will close 
this loop as it links 04 Work and 06 Social Structure. The Community Market will allow the  
residents  to  serve  the  community  through  their  local  produce  and  encourage  local 
residents to form small  business units and be financially independent.  This could take 
immediate affect after the RTTM and the Residents Committee have been formed.

As previously mentioned, art has had a positive impact on RPHE. As people are inspired 
by art and has allowed them to become better citizens, this will influence the choices of 
their work. They will  want to contribute their skills and talents back to their community.  
Hence, to close this loop, a white arrow has been added to Loop 2 which links 04 Work 
and 02 Art. The Pop-Art Gallery has been designed to generate this white loop which is an 
operation  that  could  start  immediately  as  BANH  has  an  existing  artwork  and  dance 
program. BANH could work with DHS to source suitable locations.

A Family Program, which links 10 Vision and 06 Social Structure in Loop 4, will need to be 
designed  by  The  Salvation  Army  and  NRCH  as  a  holistic  vision.  As  families  are 
strengthened with this program, it will make people more aware of providing a service to 
others and the importance of imparting knowledge and skills to the community. The design 
of this program could take place immediately. However, the success of this initiative will  
take time as parents embrace this program. 

The Neighbourhood Nights could take place immediately as the service providers currently 
have other activities which the local  residents participate in. This activity will  allow the 
community  to  share  their  skills  and  knowledge  with  other  residents. The  Community 
Development Program will  require a group of community development educators to be 
formed who will  then design it. This  operation will  provide leadership training and work 
experience  for  the  residents  and  the  local  service  providers  on  the  estate  in  a  non-
institutionalised environment. This will  provide useful and effective training for the work 
that is necessary in the development of a sustainability community. It will seek to broaden 
their faith from a narrow religious focus to a holistic scope of services in every field of  
study. It will teach individuals to visualise their future vocation as an expression of their  
sacrificial ethic.

As can be seen in Figure 4, all  of  the four white  loops pass through social  structure.  
Through this  design,  it  has  been purposely aimed to  understand the  importance of  a 
healthy social structure, especially the family unit. A healthy community can only come 
from the make up of  healthy families.  This  requires that  we  support  and educate  the 
people  in  three  steps.  Firstly,  we  make  them aware  of  the  factors  that  threaten their 
sustainability. Secondly, we empower them to take responsibilities over their own lives and 
their families. Thirdly, we help them to do it. 

The Multi-Modal Systems Method(MMSM) has been used in this research to analyse the 
issues and the potential impact on the Richmond Public Housing Estate (RPHE). A design 
of  the  operations  has  been  recommended  to  ensure  the  long  term  viability  and 
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sustainability of RPHE. These operations are long term focused and are not meant to 
make a large scale impact on RPHE immediately. The focus of these operations are to 
build  the  foundations  for  the  future  generations.  This  will  take  time  and  a  group  of  
committed people.

15. Conclusion

The above qualities are the aspirations for the Richmond Public Housing Estate. The Multi-
Modal  Systems Method has provided a practical  methodology that  is  not  restricted to 
theoretical and academic spheres. It provides a process to examine the complex variables 
involved in a community and helps to define the strategic information necessary to pursue 
a sustainable social design. This has served to provide a humanistic scientific framework 
for RPHE. The design revealed aspects about the factors and arrows that arose after the 
analysis and therefore has introduced the expected arrows which have been subsequently 
included in the model to create the desired white loops. These have made the model for  
RPHE more complete. It allows the reader to understand the changes needed in RPHE. 
Furthermore,  the  design  has  heightened  the  awareness  of  the  need  to  educate  and 
support the social structure through a variety of ways: through education programs, local 
project initiatives and formalised courses to engage the residents in creative thinking and 
to  take  responsibility  for  their  lives  and  their  families.  This  design  could  significantly 
contribute to the sustainability of RPHE should it be implemented. If the operations are 
taken up in due time, it would further boost what has been established on the estate with 
the existing service providers continuing to aspire to build a viable community in RPHE. 
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Appendix A

Interview with the Manager of Counselling, Case Work and Community Programs of  
North Richmond Community Health Centre 

What is your role here?
I’m the Manager of Counselling, Case Work and Community Programs here at NRCH. 
This means that I oversee a team of case workers and counsellors who are seeing all 
sorts of problems that occur at our front door, a youth worker, 2 psychiatric support 
workers. We have a health promotion worker who looks after that across the board and a 
volunteer co-ordinator. The team is multi-lingual. We have a Vietnamese worker and 2 
Hakka East Timorese workers who speak both Mandarin and Cantonese as well. We have 
a Greek youth worker and a Turkish volunteer co-ordinator. So we’re fairly multi-ethnic. It 
reflects the community we serve here but not entirely. That gives a bit of an overview of 
the teams that I’m co-ordinating. On top of that, it falls on me under the agreement of the 
City of Yarra to organise a Local Area Partnership on children, youth and families which is 
about pulling together the services for those groups on the North Richmond Estate. Up 
until recently the services on the estate has been fragmented as the community groups 
have been doing their bits and pieces but not well co-ordinated. It’s acknowledged that this 
estate as a result has far more complex needs and does not have as much funding as 
much as other estates.  

Has this program succeeded?
It’s only in its early stages. So we’re having the 3rd formal meeting next week. Similar 
programs run in other estates. Each appear to be different and there isn’t a clear model of 
how these things should be run. 

Is this model tailored to suit the estate?
Well its largely tailored to suit me and how I negotiate with the key players.  

What sort of structure is used?
In simple terms there is a 6 weekly meeting of the LAP which will be any service provider 
at any level on the estate who can come. Its then broken down into 2 working groups. One 
group is around getting projects up. Currently we have one project that’s come up which is 
developing the Play Pod idea which is increasing childrens play in the area. There is 
another potential group which looks at issues that come up in the future which will form a 
sub-committee.  Its structured in this way to allow maximum involvement but also allow 
diversity within the group rather than having to come to long meaningless meetings for 
which you’re only partly interested in. One of the issues is that children and youth cover a 
big area from 0-25 years old. So there are a diverse range of people where different 
groups would be interested in only the 17 year olds or some would be interested in the 
younger ones. If you force meetings forever they will lose interest. It also facilitates other 
meetings. There is a group interested in predominantly 14-18years old that now meets 
after the LAP meeting every so often. It also means that people now talk to each other. 
That’s really part of my job too where I pull people together. 

I was looking at that in the initial research paper I did.
Yes! That’s exactly right. And I’m fairly new to the estate. So I look at this with new eyes 
but it is very complicated. 
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The heart of the NRCH is to be an innovative organisation open to change and  
challenges. How does the organisation impart this vision and educate the community  
about it?
It’s like all mission statements. It’s aspirational at one level. The LAP will be a good 
example in terms of trying something different. It’s probably been acknowledged on one 
level, North Richmond CH has just had its building stage. For a small organisation like us 
that has meant that there has been a lot of time spent trying to get that sorted.  As a result 
a lot of our time has been spent on building partnerships. So part of my job description is 
getting those relationships happening. A lot of my time is spent walking around and talking 
to people and trying to make things happen. The CEO has been really clear that it’s not 
about us trying to make more money. It’s about us getting all these things together. We 
don’t have to. We are the largest organisation on the block in the long shot and it’ll be 
crazy for us to be competing. There is a history where small organisations have been 
trying to get things going independently. It just doesn’t work. I mean for STITCHES it has 
been Patrick and he has just been determined and have just kept going. Some 
organisations cannot hold it together for so long and have not lasted. 

So what have you seen has been the prominent community needs in the neighbourhood?
If you ask the community what they want, they would say safety. In one sense I agree with 
them. This is a really complex issue. At one level in Melbourne this is the last area where 
you can buy drugs on the street that are readily available. A few years ago the police 
pushed all the drug runners down to here in Richmond from Smith St. There is a 
movement to keep this street and drug issue in the high ethnic area because people don’t 
complain. If they shifted to Kew you’ll have a bigger whinge if you were in the higher end of 
town than you would here. There’s a big picture and it’s complicated. But then we also 
have the needles exchange downstairs. That is problematic. There are good reasons to 
have one, particularly with the spread of aids and the spread of hepatitis and other borne 
diseases. Australia has a low rate in the world because of that. With that being said there 
is a perception that we contribute to that problem. So this becomes quite highly 
problematic. If the needles exchange program wasn’t here you would still have a street 
drug problem on the estate. What you may or may not have is not quite as many people 
wandering around this area who are stoned or not in a good manner. But I am not involved 
in the drug side of things and I’m focussing on the children and safe spaces for children. I 
am all for allowing people to not feel threatened. So there’s all sorts of issues. This is one 
issue. It’s a big one that needs to be addressed. The other issue is that we have an aging 
population in particularly the Chinese and East Timorese and Vietnamese. In many senses 
with the elderly there are people who are used to having large extended families around 
them. This is quite difficult as they are getting older and their children are moving out. But 
they like this suburb. There is this issue in terms of their health. Moving down the area you 
have each of their cultural groups who have needs revolving around their children and 
families. Certainly there’s the whole issue of migrating to a new area but often under a 
forced migration. There are traumas associated with that and then you’ve got issues of 
how they adapt into new culture. There are a variety of problems associated with that. 
Especially with the Vietnamese community there have been problems with the children 
and families. There is the trauma of change and criminality but this is under any ethnicity 
really. And not to say that most kids don’t do well. There are many kids who do very well. 
There is a little bit of that going on. Most kids do quite well in this environment. Then more 
likely you’ve got the African communities. Australian society is particularly struggling 
because firstly you’ve got such different culture. That complexity makes it difficult for their 
service providers to get their heads around. The Vietnamese and Chinese have a similar 
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sense of work ethic and education. There’s a whole range that’s all the same. There may 
be clash but there’s a commonality of understanding at times. But the African community 
has a different understanding and we haven’t got our heads around it. A lot of the 
community development initiatives that have occurred in other areas have not surfaced 
here. The Office of Housing has been having great difficulty in engaging people in ongoing 
conversation. That’s quite historic. Up until the recent Development Renewal the Office of 
Housing regarded themselves as landlords and probably not a good one. People had to 
get used to this change to get their heads around Office of Housing not being landlords. It 
takes time to build trust. 

Is the Community Renewal the same as the Neighbourhood Renewal?
They always change their names. The next stage looks at trying to attract private money 
into building additional housing which will have public and private. What that looks like no 
one knows. They’ve done it in other places but we seem to be the largest on the estate. 
There’s a lot of politics that go on here.

Through extensive planning and consultation processes, you are responsive to the  
changing needs of the community, providing programs that capture both marginalised and  
well-connected clients. How is this done?
Not nearly as well as we should. There is a strategic plan and then there’s a branch plan. 
Everything we do should fall within those categories. I think the actuality of it is that most of 
those that come here are marginalised and that is just a fact of where we are. We have a 
heavy use of both bilingual workers right across. This has been a policy of ours for the 
past 35 years. We employ people from the estate. So in one sense it is a factor and 
certainly part of the culture of working with the group primarily. We are relatively self 
critical. At the moment we are having a big push on domestic violence and re-thinking 
what we are doing here. Some of that brings to light all sorts of problems. From a services 
delivery point of view we were hardly seeing but our feelers say it’s a much bigger problem 
than what it is. We have a recent community survey, about 38% of the residents said that 
there was a big problem and another 22% said that there wasn’t a problem. That’s really 
quite a high figure with 200 residents that we surveyed. We are re-gearing our internal 
structures around how we are going to respond to this better right across the organisation 
not just my section. The CEO is involved in this right the way through to re-thinking some 
of that. There’s those sorts of things that are really important for the future and will impinge 
on your studies too I suspect. 

With the resources that you have in NRCH, do you believe is it good enough to attain your  
goals that you want to achieve?
It’s clearly not. We have been losing staff over time. Our staff have just had a conversation 
debating on what we need. The team was saying that what we need is a social worker or a 
community development worker to be really working closely with the community and 
building that. Say for example as a manager of the LAP meeting, at this level I just haven’t 
got time to really build community. I can build relationships with some people but I just 
can’t go down to that next level. I need someone on the ground who can do that because 
that is time consuming. I am currently using one of my workers who has had a history of 
working with different cultures and social training to spend a bit of time with the Elotrine 
community by spending one on one time with individual people in those circles. This helps 
us build relationships and have an understanding and a different perspective about 
relationships, work and time. They don’t understand us and we don’t understand them. It 
all takes time to build stuff and to be efficient. We have to invest more into that. It’s really 
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difficult and funders don’t like it because this takes time. It’s just not that simple. The State 
government doesn’t really care whether it works or not but they just want to know what 
you’re going to produce and they want to see results and success rates. 

Would it not be the co-ordinators of the service providers involved in the LAP program who  
will be doing the ground work though?
Yes that’s true but each of them are quite short of resource. It may well be that out of the 
LAP we will be looking at sourcing funding for that.  As we were having discussions this 
morning, I suspect that this will be where we are going where through the LAP there will be 
a joint funding submission around something specific that we all agree on that needs to 
happen and source funding from there. The way I work, much to the annoyance of people 
who are really task-orientated I mean I’m task orientated. I try not to go into situations with 
pre-conceived ideas of what the solution is. At this point in time I don’t have the solution. 
It’s about building a momentum. The more we come together the more information we can 
share and it will become clearer. Then you can start working towards solutions. At the 
moment, just say with the youth staff most of our workers are low level youth workers and 
what they do is organise sporting programs which may be of use but it may not be 
effective with the bigger plan. Why we do this is because we have the ability to do that but 
is it actually addressing a need? 

What would you see as a strength of NRCH?
One can tap into a whole series of cultures here very fast. For example I can get advice on 
all sorts of levels of various different cultures At its best it’s got a certain amount of 
flexibility. I can wander around and make things happen a bit. It provides very solid 
medical, dental and counselling  case work service which people obviously appreciate. 
People are using it all the time now and there are increasing numbers. So it’s got a 
credibility. So we are giving some bread and butter stuff that people actually want. We 
have a good foundation in that sense. It is a hub of services. 

As part of the team here, where would you like to see the organisation to another level?
In one sense we are a health service. There’s a lot of work that needs to get done in 
having conversations with people around healthy lifestyles. At one level this ranges from 
parenting and even the nature of play. One of my workers is putting together a submission 
here about dedicated play therapy because a number of cultures realise that is important 
and recent research has shown that it’s a space to share information and relationships etc. 
There’s a whole other level around things like diet and exercise. I mean when you 
transition into a new culture you will have all sorts of competing demands upon you. Take 
for example KFC or McDonalds they are much more powerful advertisers than we are. 
There is a sense that in order to work well in the long term we need to address these 
issues. It has real practical outcomes. Say for example with Vitamin D deficiency that we 
are now starting to see with the older Chinese Vietnamese community, they almost did the 
reverse here with all the cover up sort of stuff and now it also has the increasing effect 
dangers of fractures. It has an outcome but you don’t see this until 20-30 years down the 
track. There are all sorts of issues that arise from that. So doing some of this early and 
getting into this mindset is important. Ideally it’ll be good to have these sorts of 
conversations around that which will be cross-cultural conversations. One of the things 
that I found lovely coming from Queensland was the multi-culturalism from my point of 
view but there is something basically healthy about this to have these conversations 
around these issues which will help move everything forward. In my ideal world I love to be 
able to put a lot more resources around those sorts of projects and to move them forward 
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not in a service delivery model but more on a community development model because I 
think this will be more sustainable over time as people take it on. There are other issues 
too for example gambling which is probably a much bigger problem here which I think 
some people don’t realise. Crown Casino used to have a bus from the estate that came in 
to pick up the residents on pension day. People started making noise about it. There was a 
big target on the Asian community. This sort of thing has great negative impact on the 
society. People lose money. So it crosses from parenting to healthy diets through to 
lifestyle stuff that people don’t hear the other sides of the story. Some of the Sudanese 
women have never seen much money and then when there is a Sudanese women who 
suddenly has a big win everyone else starts thinking that that’s the viable way to earn 
money. If you’ve never come from a money culture and everyone seems to be doing it that 
seems to be the way for prosperity for them. Your ideas seem a bit fragmented and they 
need to fit into a big picture. They may work but how do they fit into the bigger picture? 
There’s also KOMRO who has done works on neighbourhoods. There’s a National 
Clearing House that they’re doing. On one level your right that education is important but 
how do you cross connect everything. KOMRO has a model that is evaluating some of the 
work that’s come out of Harlem in New York an area of disadvantaged. They’ve in one 
sense linked things in order for it to work well. For instance parenting programs, you need 
safe spaces. You need to understand parenting in various cultures. There’s a whole series 
of understandings. In high functioning middle class areas, there are interconnecting 
services rather than the little bits.

Interview with the Co-ordinator of The Salvation Army Corps and Community  
Church

In your understanding of the local area, do you see drugs and alcohol as a problem?
Yes a very big problem. I guess it is manifested in a number of ways. We cleaned up the 
garden recently and we found a lot of syringes in the grass. People seeking assistance are 
often people who are drug affected. People become unconscious at our waiting area and 
having to call the ambulance. We’ve had people die in our carpark area because of drug 
overdose right at our doorstep. Age group roughly between 20s to 30s.

Would you know of younger kids taking drugs?
I have not personally but I have heard through community meetings but I don’t know them 
taking it personally. Kids do drug-running for older people.

Why would you say that these problems of drugs and alcohol exist?
It is a complicated situation. There is a sense of hopelessness. A lot of people are in a 
place that is unfamiliar to them and get caught up in these networks early on in their 
migration here. There is unemployment and language barriers. It is a vicious cycle 
because these people cannot get unemployment because they can’t speak English having 
come from a foreign country.

What about availability of drugs in the neighbourhood?
This is one of the top of the range neighbourhood. I see the drugs more here than in 
Collingwood.  I know that in the flats it is known that Richmond is the place where the drug 
dealers are to get drugs. I don’t exactly know why but I think it was built up over the years. 
A friend who lives in the flats that I know see police are door knocking constantly in the 
blocks.
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Would you know of any success stories? Are there any families who have come clean  
from drugs and alcohol in the family?
A couple who have recently become Christians through the Salvation Army church and 
they live in the flats. Sometimes they want to get out because of what they see. They’re 
surrounded by this all the time. It is challenging for them to stay in that environment but we 
have encouraged them to do their best whilst they are there. They have little kids and are 
constantly worried about the drugs problem. Outside here is a well-known spot of drug-
dealing. Often we would see the police constantly watching this corner outside our office in 
broad daylight. Out here we haven’t physically seen exchanges but outside at Victoria St 
you see it right infront of you at the grocery stores. Except for the young family who came 
into our church after he had come clean from drugs, we do not have the capacity to follow 
them up. Most of the drug rehab is in St Kilda so unless we have referred them. Salvation 
Army here opened in 1980s and closed. The community service support team has been 
here for the past 3 years.

What do you see are the behavioural outcomes of drugs and alcohol?
People are irrational and you cannot deal with them in a rational way. They become 
violent. You cannot make sense out of them as you try to communicate with them. Here it 
is a place where people ask for assistance and an emergency place. They come with an 
attitude of ‘this is what I need for this moment’. Many a time they come for basic needs 
(groceries) but you know that that’s not what will actually help them. Even to get these 
food vouchers, they would need to produce documentation to say that they are eligible to 
claim such things. Let’s get the kids whilst we’re young hence why we started the kids 
program.  We have loose partnership with the neighbourhood organisations around us. 
Richmond State Action Group, Jesuit Social Services, Neighbourhood Justice Social 
Centre. REAG (Richmond Estate Action Group) eg. For a time drug dealers were 
barricading the laundry areas. They would deal with these things.

Why did the Salvation Army start the Kids Club? Was there a need in the community that  
your team saw?
During the week many families come to seek assistance from The Salvation Army. Some 
of these families are not very socially connected and their children may not have
the opportunities that other children have. We try to give children a chance to
broaden their interests and experience.

With these children that are part of the program, what are the behaviours like? Do you  
know their family backgrounds?
Generally the behaviour of the children is very good. We are very strict though, and I 
suspect that some children do not come to our program for that reason. If children 
misbehave, we will ring the parents and ask them to come and pick them up. We have 
only had to do this once in the two years that the program has been running.
Most of the parents of the children in our program do not speak English so it is difficult to 
get to know them so I can't really speak about the backgrounds of the children. All I can 
really go on are the behaviours and attitudes of the children and the brief time that we 
have with the parents when they drop their children off and pick them up. If I had to guess I 
would say that about half of the children have a stable family life and the other half may 
experience some challenges, but that is only from my perceptions and is not based on any 
solid data. It may be that the different programs on the estate attract different kinds of 
children and families. I think that we appeal particularly to concerned parents who are very 
involved in the lives of their children. Some of the parents choose to stay and join in the 
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activities with their children. I think that other groups may do better at dealing with 'at risk' 
children. 

The vision of Salvation Army hopes to be a growing, loving community of people  
dynamically living God's mission in a broken world. How does the organisation impart this  
vision and educate the broader community about this vision?
I guess we do so in our interactions with clients who come in. We want to treat them with 
dignity and respect. We’re big on transforming their lives. We try to do that with their 
physical aid but also trying to come alongside them to make changes for themselves. So 
giving them immediate physical aid to help in their crisis but also to empower them and 
show them the next step to get them moving towards that. Also as Salvation Army we’re 
interested in the spiritual well-being of the clients who come in. We are restricted when we 
are working in the community support service area. We can’t be full-on about that. We try 
to create opportunities but we also tell them about other services that we have. One of the 
constraints is that we’ve only had a Chinese congregation and we’ve just started an 
English one. As that develops, we’ll be able to link some of our clients. Part of it is that 
they’re lonely.

Has it been successful just through interactions?
We are improving in this area. Initially when I started in this role it was very much just 
giving people food and giving them vouchers and moving them on but we are working 
more one on one with the clients these days. We have a case worker now who particularly 
focuses on clients who are continually presenting and obviously have more needs. That’s 
been good and I think it’s helpful for our staff satisfaction too because we feel we’re not 
just band-aiding the problem.

Len Baglow from NRCH was saying that there was a LAP meeting? Has this helped your  
organisation?
We refer people to everywhere. Say if they don’t have food or if housing is an issue then 
we’ll refer them to housing. We are trying to focus on that. We refer people to next door 
where there is the Vietnamese Women’s Association. I haven’t met with Len yet because 
every time he’s had a meeting I’ve not been able to attend. I’m really interested to be 
involved though because there are some interesting ideas revolving around projects for 
young people like a play pod idea. 

With the religious aspect of the organisation, do you feel that it’s been a strength?
To a certain extent we’ve watered it down. Personally I would like to be more upfront. But 
having said that, I think there’s a lot that we can do through our actions and our desire to 
go the extra mile with the person. I think it’s a good thing but I wish we could do more. 
There’s also a bit of a power play too. You won’t want people coming in thinking that 
they’ve got to become a Christian in order to access your service. You’ve got to remember 
that as well. But to have it just there is good. There’ll be a few occasions when people 
come in and they’ll just want to chat and then they’ll ask us to pray for them. We’ll do it 
because they’re open. It’s just being aware of it. We don’t want people to feel pressured or 
you’re going to get bullied into it or them feeling like they have to be Christian to come in. 
It’s a bit of a balance.

How does Salvation Army bring that culture into their workers?
It’s through influence. As the workers see how I interact with the clients and treat them 
then they’ll do the same. The power of influence. 
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What strategies does Salvation Army use to eradicate the problem of brokenness to allow  
us to break the cycle of drugs, violence and crime?
To be honest with that I sometimes feel overwhelmed a lot of the times with that problem 
here. We are physically not resourced to do a lot of that. A lot of the time we do referrals. 
There is our Bridge program which is effectively our drug rehabilitation program so we 
make referrals there. If it’s an area of expertise that we are not expert in it we’ll always just 
refer. We have clients who’ve come in and gone through our Bridge program. Knowing 
that, this helps us understand their needs and where they’ve come from. At the same time 
we have people who come in who need food and need assistance but obviously have a 
drug problem too. However they are themselves ready to access their help. It very much 
has to be their decision. When people come in you can tell that you can’t engage with 
them. So again, a lot of this work is balancing when to say things and when not to. It’s 
about intuition.

You mentioned that with such complex issues you don’t have as much resource that you’d  
like. What would you do differently with your resources or what would you like here?
I would really like a drug specialist worker to work with drug and alcohol problems even if it 
was just to refer. But just giving people the time to talk about it would be good. Or if we 
were working operating as part of an outpost of the Bridge program would be good.  I think 
that could work. We’ve had people sleep outside here with alcohol problems and we’ve 
done our best to encourage them. But if we had a worker here who had the skills who 
would be really good and people knew that they could come to us. People do go to the 
NRCH but they do a lot of referrals too like to the Bridge Program. It’ll be good just to have 
someone who is in the know of the problem. It would be good for staff morale too because 
sometimes people come in who are affected by alcohol and it can be a little scary. So 
someone who is trained in that area would be good. Periodically we get training but if 
you’re not involved in it every day it’s not very helpful. Our building is not setup for it 
because it’s a small operation. 

This is my assumption, but do you feel that people come here because of the reputation of  
the name Salvation Army and what it represents? 
I think that’s very true. That’s something we have developed especially in the work with the 
kids. The kids are happy to be brought here by the parents and be left here because they 
know it’s safe. I think the Australian born people may know the name of Salvation Army 
and who we represent but the new Chinese and Vietnamese migrants may not 
understand. 

With your workers, are they mostly volunteers?
We’ve got myself and 2 paid staff under Salvation Army. We have volunteers who work 
now and again. We also have Corrections and they send people now and again. We’ve 
had 2 of them from there. It’s a mixture. We probably couldn’t deal with too many 
volunteers at one time. We tend to just have 1 or 2 at a time. 

How has the response been like with the volunteers who’ve come in?
It has been challenging especially for the workers from Corrections. Department of Justice 
bring people to us who need to do community service. The challenge for them is 
motivation and consistency. A lot of them are dealing with mental health issues. You want 
to help them get through but for their work to be valuable they’ve got to show up to work. 
So again a balancing act. We’ve got one guy at the moment who has been so inconsistent. 
He’s only shown up under 50% of the time he’s supposed to be here. Another challenge 
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with volunteers is that a lot of the time we’ve had clients who come and want to help and 
give back. Sometimes their social interactions is not professional. You just have to monitor 
it. Because we are a small operation we have staff meetings once a month, the volunteers 
are not around to attend and they don’t catch what we’re doing or talking about. It’s still 
worthwhile to let people feel like they’re contributing. 

Are the programs run and designed out of a need?
Our community support services is obviously out of a need. People not knowing where to 
access services and basic physical needs. Other programs that we run are for example 
the childrens program. I first came here noticing that children were wandering on the 
estate alone. I don’t notice it as much now. Maybe it’s just because I'm more focused on 
work in here. We want to create safe spaces for them and create the good news of Jesus. 
That’s the same with our youth program. The English class has a lot of elderly people. Its 
fellowship for them but their English is not really getting any better because they talk to 
each other. Their good in class but they don’t use it when they’re outside of class. I’ve 
struggled with that. I know the other centres are doing it too. So the same people coming 
here are also going there. Do we both really need to be doing it? At the same time these 
women need spaces to fellowship. At the moment, we are reconsidering the English 
classes and seeing if we change it to something else. We used to have a community meal 
on a Tuesday and we stopped it because we were also having meals after church on the 
Sunday for the Chinese congregation. On the Tuesday we seemed to have the same 
people come in for the meal even though it was for the clients. So we stopped it. Even at 
Christmas we had a party for the clients. Those that came had come from the church and 
came for the food, not to minister. For the church community, it all gets a bit grey in their 
mind. Our minister who oversees the congregation and Community Support Services co-
ordinates this. It’s not in their mind defined. I mean 25% are Chinese but the rest are not. 
As much as we say it is it doesn’t get through. It’s difficult. There’s been a little bit of anxed 
because some sections of the community think that we only cater for those addicted to 
drugs which is not true and comes down to the lack of communication. It’s hard to 
communicate to them about this. It was hard for Christmas last year. They all came at 
once and we only were giving out toys for children. We had Vietnamese older guys who 
wanted presents. It was so hard to communicate to them. 

Going back to community needs, how does Salvation Army go about knowing what the  
needs are out there?
Probably mainly by observation. I mean even with this office here I’m not exactly sure how 
we were positioned here in Richmond. It was probably obvious because it was a public-
housing estate. I can’t say with certainty how they do it. I guess what we decide what we 
do out of observation is what we see happen on the estate. I haven’t collected idea or 
anything like that. It’s through relationships built up with individuals through the centre. For 
example there are a lot of single guys who come in and we give them some food they 
don’t know how to cook. So I started up a cooking class with them. So it’s more relational 
than anything else.

In regards to partnerships around the estate, have there been situations when you’ve had  
a collaboration happen and its not been successful? How did you deal with it?
The only thing I can think of is when we were working with JSS and we sent some people 
on RESIN to put together a program that was to bring families together. It wasn’t anything 
else but purely that we didn’t have the funding to execute it. 
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Is there a hope to want to collaborate more with other organisations?
Over the past 2 years I’ve been in training to be a Salvation Officer. So the last 2 years I’ve 
also been studying and have been very limited in what I can do. In my hope I would love to 
so its just picking up the threads again. 

In your understanding, why do organisations not collaborate?
It’s hard. It’s lack of time. That’s what it’s been for me. Not that I haven’t wanted to. I’ve got 
my job to do and get that done and then I’ve got to go home and study and you’ve just got 
to get certain things done. There was a tendency in the past for organisations to think that 
they could solve all the problems and had to do everything themselves and get all the 
funding. There is a need to collaborate. People have generally wanted to collaborate 
together on this estate. But with the complexity of the place it’s been hard.

What do you think would be a good thing to instigate this collaboration on another level?
I don’t know. I was on REAG for a while which was for the estate but I just couldn’t get to 
the meetings because I was studying. I think the big groups need momentum and some 
drive to say that we are making progress. My preference is to do it one on one with other 
agencies that I know and whom know what we’re doing. Sometimes when we have a large 
meeting, I wonder if my presence would make a difference or not when I’m there. When 
I’m at the Vietnamese Assoc. I need translation. With DHS, they’re important. We deal with 
a lot of the Chinese community in helping them fill their applications so that relationship is 
important. It loses its relevance when it’s too big. That’s not to say that it’s not valuable. I 
mean I learnt a lot of knowing what other people are doing.

Working in the organisation, what has been the greatest challenge that you’ve faced so  
far?
One of the greatest challenges is knowing what your purpose is and where your place is 
and understanding how you fit in the big picture and in the life of the individual who is right 
infront of you at that moment. It’s also knowing the next step for the individual infront of 
you. How do we do it or what is the next step. Sometimes it’s an immediate crisis. 
Sometimes the individual comes back and it’s the same thing. 

What do you believe is a strength of The Salvation Army?
I think our name is a strength. People generally know who we are and what we do. I think 
another strength would be our desire to see it through with people either in an individual 
who is a person of value. 

How about weaknesses?
Overall I think with the whole Army trying to be too much for too many people sometimes 
is a weakness. I sometimes think our hierarchical system is too high. There are people at 
the top who are telling us what to do but don’t necessarily know what’s going on at the 
bottom. They don’t understand what we’re dealing with at the grassroots level. Another 
weakness is that all the Salvation Armies models were identical across the country. And 
that’s all good from the top to tell us what to do and the model will all look the same but it 
doesn’t work and there’s always that disconnect.

Where would you like to see this place be in the next 5 years time?
What I would like is for the church congregation to be more actively involved in serving. It 
may be their background coming to Australia and been in need from the word go, they 
may not have shifted out of that mentality. There’s opportunities to serve. They’re probably 
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seeing Helen and myself as employees doing all the work. So we haven’t really engaged 
them to their fullest. They’re there and admittedly a lot are old. But even to minister to 
themselves and to one another and for them to get serving one another in the building or 
floor that they’re living in is not as natural. Having said that, there are a few who do 
collecting tins for us. Maybe because we’re getting paid so they rely on us to give. 

Interview with the former Principal of Richmond West Primary School 

Do many of the kids who come to this school live in the high-rise buildings here in  
Richmond? 
Yes. A large majority of them are local and live on this estate. An unusual situation in this 
estate is that there are families who live on this estate part-time. So the kids would live 
with their grandma, aunty or uncle who either live on the estate during the day and head 
back to their suburban home at night or they would live on the estate for the whole week 
and then they would head home at the end of the week to the suburban home around 
Melbourne to their parents. So the families are highly associated with the estate here.

In your understanding of the local area, do you see drugs and alcohol as a problem in this  
neighbourhood?
Absolutely. It is very visual and public, not so much of alcohol but those who are highly 
involved in drugs. I see it happen around the estate. You can identify those who are highly 
involved in it. It would be struck as unusual if you see public drinking happening on this 
estate. Those who want to inject or score seems to be more of a problem due to a cultural 
problem. As it is more of an Asian estate, they aren’t as fascinated with alcohol and it 
doesn’t seem be as highly sought after.

Are these adults or teenagers who are involved?
Young adults.

Are they somewhat connected with the school?
Some are. Many are not. There are some families where drugs are a daily part of their 
lifestyle whether they are users or selling it. I have never suspected any of the parents who 
have given drugs directly to their kids.

Why do you think there is such a problem on this estate (family unemployment/availability  
in the neighbourhood/uneducated)?
The perception of this problem is highly connected to the socio-economic status. If you are 
poor and if you are homeless, then its just more obvious. If you are rich and have a car 
and own a house, the problem does not seem as apparent. It is likely that if you are living 
in a commission house then you are more likely to be a low-income earner. So it is highly 
related to their socio-economic status.

Do you see violence as a problem?
I’ve worked on this estate for so long, I have rarely felt ill-at-ease. The level of violence is 
low. I see this estate as quite a family-oriented estate. Usually the violent angry outburst is 
over a drug-dealing gone wrong. It has nothing to do with anybody else but a targeted 
thing between 2 people.
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What about children with abuse in their family background?
It is evident that there are families who have ongoing serious drug issues struggle to 
parents effectively. You do see parents with drug problems and the reality is that you 
cannot parent effectively. I’m sure these parents love their children and feel like they’re 
doing a good job for their children. The reality is that its just not to par to be able to parent 
well. Many a case one parent would not have the problem and they would be the ones 
holding the fort. If both have the problem, parenting is hopeless.

How do you deal with these parents who have drug problems?
A family is a family problem. They usually prefer school not to know. The role of me as 
principal and for the teachers in this school is that the well-being of the students in this 
school is satisfactory. If its not, we may try to engage with the family if they’d like to be 
referred to a family support agency. Worse case scenario is that we will have to report to 
DHS of the problem if there is an inappropriate situation.

Do you know about suicides on this estate?
Yes! Suicide has occurred on this estate. It is hard to know what has led to the suicide. 
Suicide is often a time due to drug overdoses. Certainly people with long term drug habits 
have desperate lows and will not be able to maintain a sense of normality again. Have the 
drugs caused mental health issues or have the mental issues caused someone to go to 
drugs? It is like a chicken and egg situation. Tragic and hard to deal with for a kid if a 
parent dies of anything. There have been parents of this school whose parents have 
committed suicide. There is no happy outcome dealing with drugs. The kids are left to their 
own devices. It breaks up families. Every child loves their parents doesn’t matter what their 
situation is. Not only do they lose their parents, sometimes it is their only parent, they lose 
any stability they know because it is difficult to be connected with your peers and the 
school when they leave to be sent to somewhere else off this estate.

How does Richmond West Primary School deal with this problem of drugs? How do you  
believe your school is helping solve this problem?
Every Australian school has a drug education strategy. An ongoing curriculum to educate 
kids of good drugs and bad drugs. A safety and harm minimisation 
Student Support Services where students can be referred to a multi-disciplinary team, with 
a speech pathologist. They develop a course for action to improve a child’s life, a referral 
to an adolescent health service to look after the overall well-being of the school. 
Simple ad hoc things to fill in the gaps like running a breakfast program or uniform relief so 
that the kids do not go hungry before they come to school and have uniform to wear. We 
hope for a safe and happy place that the kids can attach themselves to. 

How do you see drugs and education tie in?
Anything that breaks down family is difficult whether it be a parent who has a mental 
problem or a family whose parents are divorcing really affects children and their capacity 
to concentrate. People who live on this estate and have a drug problem often have very 
transient lifestyles. Children also hold really big secrets. Some would say ‘no one’s allowed 
to go into my house because we have a secret’. So kids friends cannot go and play in their 
home. So this causes a big stigma of kids on this estate whose parents are drug dealers. 
Kids do not choose to be in the families that they are in. It is such a sad issue. Why do 
people even begin? Children see this as part of their life and never were asked to be born 
into this. It is something that the kids seem to manage so well though. This is a reality for 
the kids here on the estate. They do not have to see public injecting and see drug-dealers, 
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things you would rather children not see. There is the poverty aspect here in Richmond but 
also anywhere where there is a high public transport area and strip of shops turns into a 
hot spot for a drug-dealing area. It is these factors that are a common aspect of a place to 
score drugs. This is exactly what Richmond has with its 2 stations, busy strip shopping 
along Victoria Street same with Footscray. Nobody has offered to sell me drugs 
personally. Our male staff members would be approached if they wanted drugs.

Interview with current Principal of Richmond West Primary School

How many children are enrolled in this school?
215

What is the vision of this school? How is this vision communicated?
The school has a 4 year strategic plan which is on a 4-year cycle. This is something that 
has been developed in consultation with the community and drawn together with the 
school council and staff which is based on data available at that time of review and targets 
are set around that. So targets are based on bi-lingual education plus lifting numeracy 
standards for students. We have targets to get all students above state level. Many of our 
students come from backgrounds other than English. They’re starting points may be low 
but our aim is to get them above state level by the time they finish their primary school. 

Your motto is ‘many languages, one voice’. Could you please explain this?
The school has 3 language programs. We do have 23 language backgrounds in the 
school. So beyond the languages that we teach we also recognise that we have a multi-
cultural background. We have 2 multicultural aids, one who speaks Vietnamese and one 
who speaks Hakka and Mandarin. We have a number of families that speak Hakka as well 
so that service is available. We also make sure that other language groups where possible 
we have interpreting services available to be able to communicate with parents etc. The 
aids are part of our salary structure so they’ve been employed in the school for a very long 
time. The school originally had 3 multi-cultural aids. At the time there was a Turkish aid but 
at that time there was a large Turkish community in the school. That community has since 
left and that aid has retired. They are funded by the school’s global budget.

Do you know if the parents get involved in helping the children at home with their  
homework?
In terms of helping out in classrooms, there is a lower level of involvement here as 
compared to other communities in which I’ve worked. However, the school community is 
becoming more diverse and we have more families from professional occupations in this 
school. Many of them are beginning to help in the classrooms. The school has also worked 
with ARDOC which source volunteers who volunteer in our classrooms as well. They fill 
some of the roles that may have been filled by parents in other schools. We also have 
parent help in the Chinese programs. We do find a higher percentage at that level. They 
will take a group under the direction of the teacher and run an activity with a group. We 
have a mixed level of involvement with parents helping the children at home. We have 
families who speak English at home and can help with their homework but then may not 
be able to help with the Chinese homework and vice versa. So it’s a mixed bag. Then we 
have some families who don’t support homework at all. Then we have other families who 
want more homework. So we have a great mix. The expectation is that the children at least 
will do maths, spelling and reading homework.
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How does your school cope with this diverse range of needs?
The school has a policy which the school council sets which revolves around readings, 
spelling and science homework and that’s what the school supplies. Those that want more 
we refer them back to the policy. Then those that don’t want any and we refer them back 
to the policy as well. If they choose to opt out that’s they’re choice.

Who comprises the school council?
There’s the department policy so the Council is to support the department’s guidelines. 
Then the Council is composed of a majority of parents and a minority of teaching staff and 
the Principal is the executive officer of the council and the parent is the president of the 
council. There’s a mixed level of participants. 

How does the school communicate with the community? Are there newspapers that go  
home to the parents? Do you think there is good communication between the home and  
the school?
We have a newsletter and a website. We have the multicultural aids if we want to 
communicate directly to the parents. We use telephone interpreter services to 
communicate as well. We have an assembly but we only have a minimal turnout at 
assembly. Those that come are the professional parents from Prep to Grade 1 more than 
anyone else. We have a scale in terms of the school ranking with parents occupation. Our 
school has a student-family occupation of 0.68 which is lower than 0.9 which means that 
we are becoming more professional. So there is a change in demographic. So we still 
would have 50-70% of the families coming from the estate. It is long-known that the home 
environment has a strong impact on children’s learning. However, our focus is more on 
teacher quality in terms of what the teacher does. One of the teacher quality has been 
engaging with the parents and getting them involved but that’s not the major role of the 
teachers. Teachers would spend most of their time face to face with their students. 
Teachers would see the parents at pickup or drop off times where they might engage the 
parents, or through phone calls or they would see them at parent-teacher interviews. So 
we provide some advice for parents through our newsletter around things like homework 
and how to support your child. We offer a parent helpers course to train them to help in 
classrooms. We do have parents who come along to show them how to help their own 
child. It has been successful for those families. There’s reluctance for those that are non 
English-speaking parents to engage in those sorts of programs but that’s because of their 
own confidence.

It was mentioned previously that there are children who live on the estate part-time with  
their grandparents or other relatives. Do you know the reason why this is so? 
I know some children who live with their grandparents, aunties and uncles and other 
relatives on the estate. They’ll come to school during the week and then go back to live 
with their parents on the weekends in the suburb. It could be because of their parents 
working hours or because they wanted to come to this school. It could be the caring 
arrangements of their families. The school is harmonious. The children are well-behaved. 
The diversity of cultures is celebrated. The school does have a history of getting the 
students to be above state level in literacy and numeracy. We also offer a high level of the 
bi-lingual programs on the estate which is highly valued in the community. 
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Given the situation of drugs and crime on the estate, how is your school educating your  
children  about this?
We don’t actively go out on the estate working on these issues. Sometimes these issues 
will come to us in terms of families who are involved within this school or people who are 
accessing the needles exchange come into our office looking for needles. We also have 
issues of some people shooting up in the carpark and we sometimes have to pass used 
needles dropped around the perimeter of our school but the Needles Exchange do check 
through the estate to make sure that its cleaned up.  

Do you think the education that the children are receiving are nurturing your students to be  
the next leaders, parents and professionals?
Well I don’t know about leaders but the school has a drug education program which is part 
of our curriculum so we try to make sure that that doesn’t happen in their lives. Kids are 
educated because this is their reality in many cases. It builds their resilience around those 
issues. 

What is the drop-out rate in school?
Not generally in the transition period. They all go to some sort of secondary setting. But 
there may be dropouts in year 7 anecdotally. There may be disengagement from school 
later on but I don’t have hard evidence.

Do you know many kids playing truant from class? If so, why do you think this is so?
We don’t have major issues with truancy. The issues revolved around that are more on the 
parent level not the child in terms of parents not bringing their children to school. So its not 
that children get dropped off and they run off somewhere else. So rather than children 
playing truant, it’s the parents decision to not want to bring their children to school. We 
have a process where we contact the parents. So if a child is not present in the school in 
the morning, we will contact the parent if we aren’t contacted and ask where the child is 
and why they’re not at school. Sometimes it could be illness. Sometimes it is the parent’s 
choice where they could not get out of bed that morning. We have managed to reduce 
those unexplained absences by having that regular contact with the parents.

There seems to be a considerably high turnover of principals. Why is this so?
The school has been here since 1975. Prior to me appointed there was a long term 
principal who was here for 12 years and then retired. Then there was the assistant 
principal who became the principal and she retired 1.5 years later. Then there was a liason 
principal who sits through the interview process and then I was hired. It was through 
retirement generally that principals retired.

What is your idea of good education for the children in school? Are the children receiving  
this?
I think this school is doing a good job by preparing the children as well as they can with the 
resources that the school has. The fact that there has been a history of good results where 
the children have finished primary school is credit to the teaching staff. However, there will 
be children who will find secondary school difficult for their own learning reasons. 

How are individuals needs met?
There’s programs for students with disabilities which is funded. There is a support group 
that meets around them. They may work with an aid. They may have equipment for them 
to access the curriculum. Then we have a reading recovery program for children who have 
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finished prep who have low reading skills for prep. We have a language support program 
as well for children across the school in terms of developing. Then we have individuals in 
the classroom who are identified by the classroom teacher as being at-risk. We’ll join them 
to a program which will be a partnership between the teacher and the parents in terms of a 
particular targeted area that they want to see improved. The programs are implemented 
which will be a leadership agreement from the school based on the data at that time so its 
quite a flexible model. If the data changes, the provision changes.

What do you hope for these children as the school principal?
I hope that the kids will be successful, numerate and literate by the time they go to 
secondary school. I hope that they can engage with the school curriculum in secondary 
school and to have the sort of social skills they need to make friends and new connections 
as they move into a new setting. I hope that they will be able to work with a range of staff 
in terms of different approaches and have that level of resilience. I hope that they will be 
engaged with school in that they would want to go to school because that is a positive 
thing for their life moving forward. That’s our work and there’s lots of other areas of 
education. We are prepared to engage them in this education system.

I heard that a number of children from this school go to the homework clubs at The  
Salvation Army and Operation Stitches after school. What is the partnership like? 
We don’t. Homework clubs are not our arena. They seem to have been started through 
parent need on the estate rather than initiated from the school. I have no idea of their 
quality or what they offer.

Do you have a good partnership with the other service providers on the estate? If not,  
why?
There’s a lot of partnerships on the estate. There’s strong links with the NRCH and they 
work with us on student support groups and with our student support services like our 
speech pathologists and psychologists. There’s a number of other agencies who deal with 
our children. At different times with the school like the City of Yarra, Brother of st.Lawrence 
the Smith Family with their breakfast club. Most are short term projects. It has helped the 
kids. It would be good if it was co-ordinated a bit better so that we don’t have overlapping 
services at times. Then there is jurisdiction on the estate through the council and 
department so trying to streamline things is one of our goals. We all have our bureaucracy 
and we’re used to working in bureaucracy. The city of yarra also run and use our facilities 
for an after school care program. 

What are your own goals for the school’s future?
We want to maintain the high quality teaching practice to maintain the valuing of diversity 
and languages in the school. I think the school is well placed and that the children have 
access to all languages is timely as we move into the Asian century. This allows them to 
engage with Asia better should they chose to go over to Asian when they start working. 
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Interview with the Residential and Community Care Manager of Lighthouse  
Foundation

It was stated that the vision of Lighthouse Foundation is to want to stop youth  
homelessness together. How does the organisation impart this vision and educate the  
broader community about this vision?
Lighthouse’s mission is to end youth homelessness together. We have the Lighthouse 
Therapeutic Family model of care which we have used in our homes and we’ve packaged 
that up with a mission to share that model. We think that aspects of this model is unique to 
end youth homelessness.

How was this model designed?
It has been in development ever since the Lighthouse Foundation started 21 years ago. 
Sue Barton was caring for young people in her own home well before that but it wasn’t 
under the foundation. Ever since the organisation was created, the model has been 
developing. There have been some key players in developing the model. There has been 
psychologists who came and shared how Lighthouse’s model was closely linked to their 
model, which is of use in psychology so let’s put them together and have a residential 
therapeutic program. 

How are these partnerships that come alongside you funded?
Very little funding comes from the government. We are trying to get more government 
funding. However, at the moment, the vast majority of the funding from grants, 
philanthropic trusts and corporate funding. A guy called Rudy Gonzalles, Director of 
Culture and Practice Development. He’s been taking the lead on developing the model. He 
has been developing the relationships with other organisations so that we can share our 
model and knowledge with other people around the sector. 

So there is this aspect of ‘togetherness’ in your model?
So this is one aspect of togetherness. When we’re working with the young person we are 
not just working with the young person but we’ll work with the young person’s family and 
with the wider community. We know that it’s important for a young person to be connected 
to their local community and that is what we are trying to achieve with our model of care.

Do you think that this has been successful with these partnerships?
We think it has been extremely successful. Here’s one way we’ve been doing it. We have 
10 homes. Attached to each home is a community committee. This committee fundraises 
for the home. They also provide that connection with the home and the wider community. 
For example, one of the committee members might be a manager at the warehouse and 
through that connection, provide an opportunity and connection that way for a forklift 
driver. So by creating this model, we are hoping that we create opportunity for individuals 
to spark off something through these community committees. We want to make sure that 
we will get committee members who are the right people and fit for Lighthouse. We hope 
that they will create connection with the young people so that the young people feel more 
connected to their local community. The model of care was packaged out late last year. 
How we’re hoping that we go about doing it is that we want to get licences for others to 
implement it as it relates to the youth in the public-housing flats. We believe that 
knowledge about trauma and attachment is crucial in working with young people.
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What strategies is Lighthouse using to break this cycle of youth homelessness?
The whole thing about Lighthouse is trying to break the cycle. So working with youth, we 
are hoping to get early intervention and prevent adult homelessness or life-long 
dependence on government welfare. We do this in a number of ways. In this home, we 
have 2 carers, a primary carer and a secondary carer. What we hope to achieve out of this 
is that we want the young person to create an attachment to that Carer. It is almost like 
allowing them to go back to their childhood where they would have had an attachment to a 
parent. Because many young people have missed that primary attachment when they 
were younger, it has created a whole lot of social problems from behaviour and regulating 
their emotion all because they didn’t have that attachment when they were younger even 
from infancy to childhood. We hope to recreate that attachment for the individuals to their 
Carer. We also have a developmental plan for individuals. So each young person has a 
plan for themselves, almost like a case plan where we look at their development. We look 
at different developmental domains in their life and then we try to help identify and reach 
their goals within these domains. For example, they may want to have goals in their 
physical health. One of their goals could be going to the GP. This may be something very 
simple but when someone is coming in to the program that could be quite difficult to be 
motivated to see a doctor. There’s obviously more things from education and learning in 
the program. What Lighthouse does well is looking at the outcomes rather than the 
outputs. For example it is not about enrolling in to a TAFE course but its whether or not the 
individual is getting something out of the TAFE course. Are they learning or just hanging 
out with their mates getting stoned on the weekends. If they’re not getting something out of 
the course, then its not a good outcome. Many people think that enrolling in to a course is 
a good outcome but its not really. You’re not really achieving anything.

With all the resources that you have under Lighthouse, how do you steward these  
resources well?
Like every community services organisation we can always do with more. There can 
always be more but we manage what we’ve got. We still knock people back because we 
don’t have enough beds. If we had more money, we’d be able to share the model more or 
provide for more young people and experience the Lighthouse model of care. We cope but 
we could always do with more. We haven’t eradicated the problem yet! There is an 
important aspect of the organisation which is the Psychological Wellness team. They 
provide therapy for each young person. Each young person is attached to a psychologist. 
So each psychologist then provides secondary consultations to the carers. For example 
the Carer may tell the psychologist that the young person was throwing a tantrum on the 
weekend. The psychologists can then put a different perspective on it and work with the 
young person in a different way. So as the young person misbehaves, the psychologist 
can then provide a secondary consultation part for the young person. So it’s using this 
psychological knowledge for the benefit of the young person.

Would you manage your resources differently?
How we are structured at the moment works. If we were to do something that we were 
missing, we would need a drug and alcohol worker, a knowledge gap that has been 
missing. It doesn’t have to be specialist knowledge.

What is the percentage of workers and volunteers?
All Carer positions are paid. Volunteers provide a mentoring role. There will be hundreds 
of volunteers attached to Lighthouse from all aspects of the community.
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How do you empower or keep these volunteers?
We have a volunteer co-ordinator and she takes care of all the volunteers. A lot of her role 
as well is the involvement of the volunteers in the community committees. Once they’ve 
been recruited, then the others in the team take care of the rest of the co-ordination of that 
volunteer. The average Carer stays for 2-3 years in a home. It’s the nature of the job. 
Because its not really a job but more of a lifestyle, it is a full-on job especially for our 
primary carers. Our secondary carers usually have another job elsewhere and work 5 days 
a fortnight whereas primary carers work a lot. They usually live in the home so its more of 
a lifestyle for the primary carer. We put in support and supervision along the way. On the 
carer’s time off, we try to put the youth in other homes to stay. We also do professional 
development plans with the Carer. We need to be open and honest with each other. We 
need to work constantly with them to see where they’re at and what they want to do next in 
their life. This works. The average stay of a young person is about 18 months so it works 
in that it’s the full term of a young person in the home.

With the youth that come into their homes, do many of them return to be Carers?
We definitely have carers that were young people in the homes who went through 
Lighthouse. They’ll go off and live their lives and a few years down the track they’d come 
back and want to help out in Lighthouse. I just had a phonecall like that this morning.

How are these youth integrated back into society after they’ve left the homes?
One of the parts of the individual development plan is transition which is transitioning out 
from the Lighthouse home independently. Its not about integrating them back to the 
community because they are already in the community. Right from day 1 there is talk with 
the young person and the Carer of where this person could possibly end up. The planning 
for that transition starts right from the time they enter the home. If the plan is that they want 
to move back to Sydney if that’s where their links are then we’ll have to work towards that 
transition to move back to Sydney. There is a big focus on independent living in the 
homes. They’ll need to cook their own meals and wash their own clothes. They would 
have to catch their own public transport. What we hope is that when they do leave they will 
not leave with a big shock. Quite often the few months leading into their transition, the 
Carer will pull back a bit. They will step back and the young person will start knowing their 
own consequences.

How do you see success in an individual?
That’s really individual for each young person. It could be that they are still alive or one 
could have finished their course and found a job. What we hope is that nobody will go 
backwards. A part of the individual assessment plan is called an outcomes-based 
assessment. We have 8 developmental domains and these are assessed every 3 months. 
What we hope is that they are improving within these domains. Senior carers, the 
community committees are involved in this. They are rated and we hope that we will see 
the young person develop.

What are the domains in this assessment?
Physical health, mental health, learning and development, emotional well-being, 
independent living skills, community connectedness, relational wellness (do they have 
friends, are they connected to their families, how do they cope in the home)
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A strength of Lighthouse is to collaborate with other organisations. Why do you think  
organisations don’t collaborate?
I am not entirely sure why. It could be because its not about organisations not having a 
relationship with one another. Its more about the individual relationships. For example, do I 
have a relationship with the case manager at Front Yard or do I have a relationship with 
the manager at Melbourne City Mission. Unless those individual relationships are not 
there, they are not going to talk to each other. Also, not only do Carers turn over quickly, 
everyone turns over quickly. Its rare to come across a worker who has done something for 
10 years. This also impacts the staff. I may have a relationship with a team member from 
Wesley but someone else may not if they take over my position. Networking is crucial. 
Developing those professional networks is important.

How could this partnership be enhanced?
What Lighthouse does is professional networking. Within our professional development 
plan, I will say to my senior carers to encourage them to go to 2 conferences in the next 
year and build networks with others there. Whilst this could be a formal process, I 
encourage our community care team to visit our referring agencies for example the 
workers in the refuge that we refer individuals to. Communication will flow a bit better. 
They will share more and go into more depth and detail because of the relationship there.

What has been the greatest challenge for you so far?
A big challenge in Lighthouse is recruitment of permanent and casual staff to find the right 
person who is committed to what Lighthouse wants to work with young people 
therapeutically and understands the model of care. Its difficult to work with a young 
person. We want to ultimately instill a sense of right and wrong.

What do you see as a strength in Lighthouse?
We work with young people holistically. Every aspect of a persons life is taken care of. We 
have a defined model of care and practice that we work to. The way we work is tailored for 
the individual in accordance with the individual. Research worldwide has shown us that 
this model works as it follows these theories. We want to follow those theories that have 
proven to work.

What do you see as a weakness?
This one is a weakness and a strength. We are not government funded so money is 
always a problem. We never have to cut back from what we do. We don’t have the 
constraint of government funding which is a strength. Whilst we need to meet accreditation 
standards, we don’t have the constraint that there is a pool of funding needing to be used 
within a certain period of time. It would be great to get the best of both worlds.

Where would you like to see Lighthouse in the next 5 years?
I would love to see more organisations take on the therapeutic model of care. It might not 
be the residential part of it. Such an important part of youth work is having this knowledge 
of trauma and childhood development and how it plays out in life. We know that the 
adolescent brain doesn’t function like an adult brain. Most people would work with a young 
person like an adult but we know that doesn’t work.
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Interview with the Officer of The Salvation Army

In your understanding of the local commission flats area, do you see drugs and alcohol a  
problem in those areas?
One of the challenges in how we frame the issues is whether drugs and alcohol is a 
problem or a symptom or both.  Are drugs and alcohol the cause of something or are 
people accessing these and thus it causing problems. We should not blame and demonise 
those who are already victims. We lay blame and demonise them. We have oversimplified 
these problems. This happens quite often and the media are good at this. It is a problem 
for those who are living in the flats who are at the bottom of the rung in our society. The 
social question is what happens when we take a whole group of people with low level 
incomes, low level economic background and squeezing them together in high rise 
buildings. The catch is the huge investment into these high-rise projects but no simple 
solutions to these problems. This catch has paralysed us in terms of taking action.

Do you see behavioural problems or possible effects on the kids education?
Feedback from the National Housing Conference in Melbourne (Nov 2009). Collection of 
feedback (mainly pictorial) from primary school kids in the housing commission flats. 
Students were asked to draw pictures and tell stories (6-8 year olds) drew what they liked 
and disliked where they lived. They expressed their concerns drawing broken beer bottles 
and syringes. Effective way of demonstrating that these kids are dealing with these issues 
and are far too young to be exposed to these environments. This ultimately has an impact 
on their behaviour, socialisation, their education, their worldview. This will have an effect 
on the parenting. How do the parents protect their kids growing up in these kinds of 
environments.

There was an article on parents giving cannibas to their kids to tame them down. Are you  
aware of this problem? Have you seen/heard about this?
I know of those who are adults whose parents used to share heroine with them when they 
were young. Giving children drugs is never an appropriate parenting role. Giving teenage 
kids alcohol at a young age (under 18 or later)  is damaging and will always have an 
ongoing effect on an adolescent’s brain development. It’s a problem not just limited to 
housing commission flats.

With these issues that you’ve seen, how do you believe your programs will support these  
people to eradicate these problems?
Salvation Army divided into 2 divisions. Social programs from babies put into foster-care to 
aged-care. Salvation Army (Garfield and Lennox Sts) Early intervention and prevention 
programs. We recognise far too late that by the time someone is homeless, it’s too late. 
Meaningful intervention as early as possible when they are young is crucial and preventing 
problems down the track. Kids Clubs allows you to look out for them whilst they’re young. 
It allows you opportunity to monitor them and it becomes obvious when you build genuine 
relationships with them. Many well-meaning people in churches were not adequately 
prepared to respond to such environments but wanted to help with genuine concern and 
good intent. We work in difficult and complex times. Salvation Army hopes to hold together 
their highly level expertise with churches who want to be part of solving the problem. 
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Interview with the Church Minister of Wollongong Christian Reformed Church 

Kuyper had a lot to say about poverty and how the church should address it. Given the  
social injustices we see increasing in Australia what should the church be doing about  
this?
Arent: The main thing the church does is to preach the Word. It should be preached in a 
clear way so that the people can do the work and at their work apply what they hear to 
being just. An example is a church that I went to that was actually started by Abraham 
Kuyper. My father was a cigar manufacturer. He died before people called him a mass 
murderer. He understood that his work was service to the Lord. He made his cigars cheap 
because he said that he wanted people to keep buying so that his people will be able to 
continue working. He believed that that was part of his stewardship. It wasn’t just because 
he wanted people to like his product and that it was bought all over the country but he was 
concerned that his people were looked after well. This was so that people saw the Lord’s 
grace in how my dad and his cousin ran their company. It wasn’t just a matter of a 
business principle of keeping your turnover large and your profits small but you look after 
people that you were responsible for.
Monica: This goes for the church to. The church cannot do as much as any of us would 
like them to do because the situation seems impossible at this stage. Providing the church 
across all denominations is willing enough to completely open up themselves and be 
open-minded and realise that poverty has been here since creation and it will not go away. 
The church really isn’t enough but they can’t. The pendulum has gone too far. Had it been 
50 years ago it would’ve been alright. I would say that the church should keep going under 
adversity.
Arent: The church itself has seen the officers of ministry as well where we’ve seen the 
officers help people with economic problems giving proper advice, not just money.

To what extent has the theology of the church adopted the ethic of the world (a utilitarian  
ethic?)
Monica: Minimal. The subject is so broad as far as I can see.

To what extent do you believe has the church abandoned the agape ethic that Christ had  
taught?
Arent: I don’t think our church has abandoned the agape ethic much. From what I see of 
several people, in their particular places of employees seek to do the right thing. Our 
minister shared a few weeks ago that when you leave the church that is when the real 
worship starts. It can be very hard at times to keep on resisting all the time to say that we 
shall never surrender, an osmosis does take place.  The practical teaching of the gospel is 
to help and resist what the worldly ways are.
Monica: I don’t believe that there has been an abandonment of the agape ethic at all. The 
love is there but I think the Christian community has grown tired and weary, especially 
over the last 20 years. I think the glory of it is that the love is there. Its in small areas. It’s 
always there. The lifestyles have changed. The mothers aren’t there as much anymore. 
They are weary in having to do what they have to do.
Arent: As an architect, you are closer to where the young people are. You probably see 
how difficult it is for young people to get a house. Renting accommodation is just as hard. 
How can we make houses cheaper?
Monica: We have to keep the faith and keep a bold-eye approach
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If the agape ethic was adopted by the church do you think many Christians would engage  
in different work?
Arent: I’d like to establish first of all that all work that we do is kingdom work because the 
kingdom is not only the church but it is all the world. You could feel forced to leave a place 
because of the environment is harsh and materialistic but at the same time you can shine 
the light at where you are. There are quite a few people that are doing that.

What sort of work is your congregation involved in?
The work that they do during the weekday: We have top professional men, businessmen 
with their own companies, school teachers, nurses. We have those who are also happy to 
be employees in trade. The beauty of it all is that we have those at all levels.

How do you think we can change this mindset of our mission that comes out of our life  
everyday and not distinguishing work as work been a job Monday to Friday?
Monica: Our congregation can’t help but think in that framework because of where we’ve 
come from. With the fall of Christendom, because of the speed of secularism we cannot 
achieve it yet. We can’t do it because it’s too late. We do see that some of our children and 
our grandchildren are beginning to think differently. For example, not stopping to get take 
away and cooking a meal. When you cook a meal, you talk as you prepare and you sit at 
the table and eat. It’s an uphill battle. This is just the beginning. You have a huge task 
ahead to put things right. 
Arent: One thing that would help and is beginning to help is that there is a growing 
awareness that this is not going right. This will be a process. Consumerism and 
materialism for a while was a thing that young people thought that this is what is needed. 
There is a growing awareness that if we go in the way we are now in our world we will go 
into big disaster. It helps if people come to ask us questions. As Paul writes, that is the 
best form of evangelism which has seemed too technical. As people ask in situations of 
why we live the way we do, we can bring the Word.

So how would you like to see us as a church move forward as we grasp the understanding  
that we are to be the church everyday (and not just be a Sunday church goer)?
Arent: We need to have feet on the ground. Like Jesus had feet. We need another 
incarnation. We need another Word made flesh then we will see the glory. Sometimes 
theological training is too one-sided. That was what Abraham Kuyper said that it was about 
Word becoming flesh as he wrote a newspaper that was for the ordinary people. At the 
Free University of Amsterdam was that the lecturer said that sugar tastes like God. It was 
a professor making the Word made flesh. Everywhere. They get their tank filled on Sunday 
and do the driving during the week.
Monica: I’d love to see a lot more input in the poor and very poor people. The dedication is 
there but there aren’t enough people following it through. I would love to see a dirty filthy 
uncoothed person honestly embraced in the church. That’ll be a big thing! We need more 
of the common touch coming out of the church. It is improving but it’s a hard one. I’d like to 
see much more openness in people. There is an aloofness and that takes a long time to 
break down. 

Would you see there to be a need for Sunday gatherings to change as a church?
Arent: I would be weary of that question. There has been too much change in our 
denomination. It happened too quickly. Whatever changes take place in the function of 
gatherings, it should be about being able to better equip and empower the saints for 
example in the sacraments and the celebrations. When you talk to people afterwards, you 
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can see how people respond after the service. Is it the young people who want the change 
or is it the baby boomers who don’t want to do certain things. Change as such is not the 
answer to the problem. Without becoming conservatives, the kind of changes that are 
enacted should not drive people away. It will defeat the purpose as it drives people away 
but it is about including them better and embrace people. Perhaps it could be a change to 
try it out but it should not be a law of reason to change for the sake of changing as the 
world is full of changes already and it is not satisfying.

Monica: We can make a lot of changes but as long as the Word does not change. This is 
the danger at the moment with the manipulation of the Word by various preachers. The 
Word has been handed down. It is not ours. The Word does not belong to us. We are 
custodians of it. If we are go to sway of changing it, then it will be dangerous. If we decide 
to say to ourselves that we want to change the Word so that you will get people in, then it 
can be dangerous. You need to make sure that the Word proceeds in the right way. 
Children hear the word from their mother before they can say it. A little baby will start being 
nurtured in the Word. The value of the Word mustn’t change but the danger is that people 
want to change it.

How did the mindset of your children change?
Mainly it was their own awareness as they got older, that they came to a point where they 
realised that they need the Holy Spirit. None of my family go to church. That is an 
advantage. They get the influence of the church’s goodness. They have heard the Word. It 
does not mean that they need to front up to church every Sunday. Then there’s Aren’t kids 
who’ve grown up in the church’s hypocrisy. They do come to us and ask questions. We 
are being looked to. We are on the dividing line. In the heat of the moment, they do listen. 
Often they criticize the church which is not true.
Arent: It is not about what we say, it is about the way we do things. It sets us free to not be 
that much different from the ordinary. There are many problems that we hear about. We 
ask what the teachers are doing but it comes down to the question of what the families are 
doing.

Interview with Partnerships and Projects Officer of Department of Human Services

Could you please explain your role a bit more so that I can have more of an understanding  
of your position in the organisation?
So my role is Partnerships and Projects Officer but I work as part of a place management 
team on the estate which is under a project called Richmond Renewal. Neighbourhood 
Renewal has been a policy that has come out of the UK a number of years ago and has 
been implemented in Australia and the UK and the US. It basically looks at the social 
renewal of public-housing estates but looking particularly at lower socio-economic areas 
that are experiencing other issues. Our project varies a little from the Neighbourhood 
Renewal in the way that it has been running in Victoria in the past. So the Neighbourhood 
Renewal in the past has been running out of the funding of the State government and runs 
for about 6-8 years. This period is good as you can start to implement new things, 
strengthen things that are already happening and be able to see the changes that come 
from that. Our project is funded by the Federal government but administered by the State 
government and its funded for 3 years. This is not a long time at all. There are 3 big 
components in the Richmond Renewal project which is also different to the Neighbourhood 
Renewal. Firstly is the physical construction of the public-housing units on the estates. You 
probably would’ve seen when you came in that there is a big construction site. There will 
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be 207 new units that will be completed by mid next year. The second component of the 
Richmond Renewal is to develop a master plan which looks at the physical space but 
taking into consideration other social implications. That may be an increased drug activity 
on the estate so making sure that any physical structure has passive surveillance. There is 
a theory around architecture for increased safety. It’s based around principles of best 
design and sustainability. The second component of this masterplan is currently in 
development. The funding is only to produce the plan itself for the next 10-20 years but 
there isn’t funding to implement the plan. At the end of last year they did some initial 
consultation for the masterplan and got community views of what they thought was 
important and what they liked and didn’t want. We are looking at a draft design to come 
out in the next couple of months. They will come back to the community for more 
feedback. That’ll be done through community meetings or community service providers 
that work on the estate. The timeframes keep shifting so I don’t know when the final plan 
will be available for everyone. The third component of Richmond Renewal is where I come 
in. There are 3 of us on the place management team and we are responsible for delivering 
the social renewal of the site. That revolves around 6 different objectives. These are the 
same across all neighbourhood renewals; promoting health and well-being, increasing 
community participation, reducing crime and improving safety, improving work and 
learning opportunities, improving housing and the living environment and also improving 
tenants’ access to services and other supports. It covers everything but this is how its 
divided up to show clearly what we are trying to achieve. 

What programs do you have under these categories?
It’s a 3 year project and we are half way through. Getting together a community 
governance structure. For the first year it was just the residents that met then the 
stakeholders came in after that such as the NRCH, Neighbourhood House who are quite 
active on the estate. They were there to keep us accountable and on track. They were 
instrumental in putting together a community action plan which has identified what is 
important. Essentially given our short time frame and limited resources in terms of people, 
the 2 priorities that came out of the community action plan was a program around work 
and learning and in particular connecting more people to jobs. One of my colleagues’ 
focus is around work and learning. She has done a lot of work to make sure that we have 
the appropriate services available for people to access which has been really good. We 
also have a lot of people who outreach on the estate.

What does that mean?
There’s a couple of people that are based elsewhere in their own head offices and they 
come in to the centre a day a week. The residents then come in to the centre who want to 
look for work or other training opportunities or who want to get into different training 
opportunities.

So is DHS working with other organisations on this?
Yes that’s exactly right! The philosophy that we have is that our project is only for 3 years. 
There are other community service providers that have been on this estate for a long time 
and also will be on the estate longer than we will. We are not interested in starting 
programs that will be implemented and not be sustainable when we leave. If we can do 
things that are in partnership with other organisations who will be around for a long time or 
embed practices in the tenancy then that’s a far more effective way than trying to start a 
new program for a year and then it falling over when the funds run out. So often this 
happens in community organisations. The last thing that the community needs is injecting 
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funding for only one year and then leaving. The next biggest priority that we will have is 
making the estate more safe, active and attractive. It’s less important in some ways but to 
some people its important in many ways to have pride in where they live. Safety is the 
biggest concern that the residents have that we hear time and again. To date, we are 
trying to make the buildings on the estate more secure. The building is mainly DHS 
responsibility. They will go on far beyond our project. For example we’ve observed that a 
lot of entries who come in will deal drugs happen through the stairwell doors. A pilot 
project will start to secure the stairwells. Doing things like that which is structural and 
seemingly quite simple but have drastic and broader implications will take a long time to 
get approval. 

You have been talking much about limited resources and managing it, how would you  
manage it differently? How would you like to see the resources stewarded differently if  
given the opportunity?
If you talk to other people who work in other community sectors you would probably get 
the same answer that we would always like to have more people and more money to do 
the things you’d want. I think you can always justify wanting to get in more people and 
more money especially working with a disadvantaged community in one way or another. 
Richmond is the largest estate in Victoria which means you have more people altogether 
at once. Given the added safety and security issues we have compounds the complexities 
even more.

Are the people you work with mainly volunteers or paid staff?
This office here comprises of mainly office tenancy staff roughly about 10 paid staff. They 
manage the day to day running of the tenancy stuff like paying rent, neighbour complaints 
etc which is Housing business. We have a manager who oversees the Renewal project 
and also the tenancy aspect which is the team I’m involved in. She manages this entire 
office. This is good because she has a better understanding of how the projects and 
programs work to be implemented on the estate. Having said that, we rely heavily on 
working closely with organisations that are on the estate because they are the ones who 
are mainly on the ground. They would be a mixture of volunteers and paid staff from 
different not-for-profit organisations.

So DHS does have a strong partnership with other organisations around?
I think so to varying degrees. There are some organisations who are self-sufficient and 
who don’t require support from DHS and we don’t require assistance from them. There’s 
nothing wrong with that. However if we do have issues that arise, we know where to go for 
certain instances. For this particular instance where we have wanted to try something new, 
the organisation that we would work with the most is the Neighbourhood House and the 
NRCH. We connect strongly with existing networks which operate whether we are here or 
not so we make an effort to be quite heavily involved in those. We would see it as a win if 
we have this partnership as a priority and are able to help the Richmond community. Quite 
a number of networks exist in the Richmond area. One we spend a lot a time on is the 
Local Area Partnership (LAP) which focuses on children, youth and families in North 
Richmond estate particularly. 

On a general note, why do you think organisations don’t collaborate?
There are a number of different reasons why. People don’t know that they exist even 
though they may be doing similar programs. Quite often, organisations can also be 
competing with each other for funding and inevitably that creates competitiveness which is 
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not conducive for partnerships. Time is always a factor. Partnerships take a lot of time and 
work. With everyone doing their daily activities, a lot of the time people don’t have time to 
think about going out to meet with other people.

Do you think organisations should collaborate more?
Given the right circumstances I believe collaboration is important. I don’t believe 
collaboration has to occur all the time. I believe communication is probably more important 
than collaboration even if it’s just about keeping in constant communication of what each 
other are doing. This may be seemingly unimportant but to someone else it may be 
important at that time. That could make the difference of whether the organisation or the 
individual invests all the time and effort on this program or not. But yes, collaboration is 
important.

Going back to the Neighbourhood Renewal, could you please define what the term  
‘renewal’ means to you?
From the studies I had done personally previously, development and renewal are such 
controversial words. I guess the vision of Neighbourhood Renewal is strengthening the 
community for the estate to be a better place to live. What form that takes varies very 
much from community to community. That is one of the strengths of having a place-based 
program because you cannot get a government policy and implement it anywhere. You 
can have minimum quality standards but no one city or estate is going to be the same. You 
will ultimately need the flexibility and resources to chop and change it from one to another 
estate.

As a representative of DHS what do you believe is a strength of this project?
From a project perspective I would say that since the Neighbourhood Renewal hasn’t run 
out of a state funding previously and this one is, someone in my position previously would 
have worked for a community organisation or local council. The strength of having a role 
under DHS is that you have access to all the information and contacts of the broader 
policies of DHS particularly for housing which can be quite confusing and isolated from 
other services that DHS provides. Having the internal links to all departments is important.

What has been a challenge that you have faced on an organisational level?
With this project, safety and security on the estate has been a great challenge. Over such 
a long period of time people have felt insecure and unsafe and  thus have a level of 
mistrust generally not just between residents and officers but just in general. People just 
don’t feel safe. They won’t make eye contact with you for fear of wanting to be approached 
to deal drugs or get in trouble with them and this is really hard. One of our focuses is 
involvement of community to tell us what they want and getting their engagement is very 
difficult. The other one is time. I’ve only been here for 6 months. If I am here until the end 
of the project which is only another 2 years, 2 years is really not enough time to build 
relationships with the community.

What has been the greatest challenge that you have faced on a personal level?
Just to give you a bit of background about me. I worked in Canberra writing policies. 
Previously I and my undergrad academic studies was in communications and public 
relations so this role is quite different to what I’ve done before as this has more face-to-
face contact with the community which I have really enjoyed and always wanted to do. 
That change from Canberra which is such a manufactured environment and being in policy 
where you rarely have access or contact with the people that you are writing policies 
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about. Being here right in the middle of the community and seeing people everyday is a 
big change particularly with the diverse multi-cultural community that exists but this is 
good.

What would you see as a weakness that you see in the program that you’re working on?
Time and money unfortunately. 

So if there were more finances given, it would take the community to another level?
Probably more time more than money. Any expectations to do things that are meaningful 
and sustainable in such a short period of time is hard.

So if you were to stay here until the end of the project, what would define success for you?
From a personal level, I would always see things that could be improved and be better but 
that’s just me being a perfectionist. It does make it hard. It would be good if people were 
more active on the estate where you would see people walking around because that 
hardly happens now. It’s a ghost town when it would normally be considered peak times. 
There are 2500 people on the estate but where are they? That is what I’d like to see more 
of. Safety and security is a big challenge. I don’t know that this could change over a short 
period of time. Residents in the community particulary in the drug activity need to have 
more say. I get the sense that there are a few individuals on the estate who are young, 
fitter and bigger who feel like they can stand up against people to use the laundry on that 
floor to inject drugs. There are a lot too that don’t do drugs but who live with the everyday 
and see people shooting up or seeing people overdose. I wish that that wasn’t the case. 
I’m not suggesting that this issue should be moved elsewhere either.  That would not be a 
solution. I hope that there would be less people addicted to heroin but that would be a 
much longer time. There are young people on the estate and if they were happier and 
more active and be doing things that normal kids do then that would be great. Not to say 
that it doesn’t happen but to a varying degree of that happening.

Are there any other people I should contact?
Neighbourhood Justice Centre may be another good place to go to. They feel like having 
the one magistrate would be a good thing for a person. Morgan who has just left the 
organisation would have been a great person to talk to. Sue Kent from the Neighbourhood 
House would be good too. She is the co-ordinator for Richmond and Collingwood. 

Interview with the Volunteers Co-ordinator of Jesuit Social Services Australia

It was stated that the vision of JSS is to work with those in most need. What to you is most  
needed in the community you're serving?
It’s a difficult one to answer. We work across a range of areas. We began working in the 
youth justice area. This is the largest area of our work. But we’re working also with young 
people with dual diagnosis and mental health and substance-use issues. We’re now 
working in the area of education where we started Jesuit Community College which aims 
to address a need that we have seen in our other areas of work which is where young 
people who have very disrupted lives for a variety of reasons mostly around social 
disadvantage of one kind or another or family disruption of one kind or another and have 
fallen through the cracks in the education system and have great difficulty getting back into 
the economy through employment and being able to participate in society in the way they 
want to. We’ve also recognised that a lot of these people because of the difficulties that 
they’ve faced whether because of mental health or other issues that they’ve faced does 
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where mainstream education system is not readily accessible for them. So that’s why 
we’ve started a community college which will provide a number of small steps into 
education which may lead them into something further on and maybe something into 
TAFE or other mainstream education but to begin with building confidence, getting them to 
recognise where their strengths are and how we can assist them in those ways. Some of 
that is life-skills or training. Some of it is vocational-based training. That’s a new initiative 
we’ve begun. So that falling outside or not being able to obtain an education that fits them 
to manage their lives or to allow them to be employed. This is one of the biggest needs 
that we see across the areas we work in. But we work with disadvantaged families in the 
housing estates in the city, particularly with refugees and new migrant communities. We’ve 
been working with the Vietnamese community for a very long time. Partly through our work 
with post-Vietnam war migrants who’ve arrived there is a community that has formed in 
that area. We have evolved to being involved to support them especially in their early 
years when they first arrive to help them deal with all sorts of issues that newly arrived 
communities face. We’ve worked with them now for quite some time. We have the 
Vietnamese Welfare Resource Centre in the Flemington Housing Estate and worked with 
those families. The newly arrived African community who came to live on the estate saw 
our work with the Vietnamese communities and said that this was what they needed. They 
were then asked to talk to the JSS as we were the ones who got the Vietnamese 
community going. So the African community came to us and said ‘what can you do for 
us?’. We run a number of community projects there, one of them being a homework club 
for children because many of the Vietnamese children have parents who don’t speak 
English and again don’t understand what their children are learning in school and are 
unable to assist them. So that is a major issue. Quite a bit of work of community workers 
working with young people in those African communities have been to keep them in the 
education system or to assist them in a variety of ways. So we’re working down in the 
Dandenong area working with young people who are at risk of getting involved with the 
justice system who are teetering on the edges. We have a mentoring program down there. 
We work in Brunswick, in Box Hill and Dandenong with young people who are released 
from custody, that’s our youth justice work. We provide the only free and specific 
counselling program for people who have been affected by suicide. There’s a program 
called Support After Suicide which is federally funded in recognition that this was an area 
of grief counselling that most grief counselling services are not equipped to handle. Grief 
and suicide has issues that layer over the normal grief and loss that people experience 
when losing someone and this service was set up to meet the needs of the people. We are 
based here but we do work out in the outer-suburbs and some rural work. It’s geared to 
anyone affected by suicide so relatives, close friends, anyone who is struggling or in need 
of talking to someone as a result of suicide. That program also includes with children and 
families where they run programs to help them connect. So this is the Support After 
Suicide area. We actually work in a number of quite discreet areas. We also work with 
disadvantaged communities in West of Sydney and we also have a program out in Mount 
Druit which is the largest area of socially disadvantaged in Australia. We have a research 
study that was done called ‘Dropping Off the Edge’. That research was done at the 
University of NSW who mapped disadvantaged in Australia and identified that 
disadvantaged when compounded is concentrated locationally. So, if you live in Kew and 
you have major stresses in coping economically like disadvantaged will be, the outcome 
will be different if you were coping in Mount Druit or Corio or Broadmeadows where you’re 
surrounded with disadvantaged. So the greater the concentration of the disadvantaged, 
the more difficult it is for people to access the sorts of things that would give them the 
capacity to overcome those problems. He recognised location was a major factor in 

70



outcomes of disadvantaged. Mount Druit in terms of actual area is the largest in Australia. 
It’s just suburb after suburb of unbelievably complex problems that involve a number of 
different cultural groups, new migrant arrivals from the Pacific Islands, Africans and older 
population of indigenous Australians who moved out there in the 1950s from Redfern who 
were going back to country although now it’s the continuous part of Sydney but at that time 
it was rural. There is a large population of the older generation of Australians who are 
disadvantaged in a whole variety of ways. The issues they face include generational 
unemployment, mental illness, domestic violence, family breakdown. Again, there’s 
educational dropout. Most of the primary schools in Mount Druit area have a staff person 
employed just to go around to get children to go to school because attendance is an issue 
where you’ve got parents with substance use and mental health issues. That’s very 
challenging. The dropout rate is very high. 10% of children in this area don’t make it from 
year 6 to year 7. It’s a real mix of complex problems concentrating together. It provides a 
huge challenge. Where do you start? So to come back to your question of what’s the most 
need I guess I’ll sum it up as saying finding ways to provide opportunities for those who 
are very much on the edges, who are margins of society in one way or another, who have 
been excluded  in one way or another because of issues they’re facing, to find ways to 
build their capacity to participate in society in a way that they would like to. That plays out 
in a variety of ways in the different places that we work. With young people who have been 
in prison for example. Our work began with working with young people who had been in 
prison recognising that their offending was really just an outcome of a whole range of 
complex problems that they had been experiencing throughout their life and we needed to 
start doing something about those if we were going to make any difference to the number 
of young people who had really complex problems that we worked with. So we’re working 
with not so much young people who might commit an offence and have their family rally 
around to say that their son was having difficulty and we really need to support him now 
and we need to get him through this to get him back on track but young people who have 
really been exposed to a whole range of major challenges throughout life like family 
breakdown, family disruption, mental illness with their parents, all these sorts of issues that 
would set them up to end up in the prison system and once their in the prison system to 
find a way of breaking that in a way that will support them and not judge them. Our primary 
focus is that we are not here to judge people but providing ways that will build up their 
capacity. We are not out to change their view of life. We are not out to treat them like a 
victim. There is no element of our work that has religious work although we are a Catholic-
based organisation run by the Jesuit order of priests. In the Catholic church there are 
clergy and priests. Some priests belong to the geographical location so in Melbourne we 
have the arch diesis or the archbishops in Melbourne. Some bishops are attached to the 
arch diesis and are trained within the system that has a seminary where they train the 
archbishops to be an arch diesis. Then there are priests who belong to the religious 
orders, most of which are found in Europe. There are the Dominicans, the Franciscans 
and the Jesuits. They were all orders founded in Europe from the 12th-17th century. They 
came to Australia and they are independent of the arch diesis but they come under the 
hierarchy of the church in Rome. They were independent organisations. People joined that 
religious order because they bought into the missions and values of that order. For the 
Jesuits, they bought into the values of Ignatius who was the founder. His focus was on 
bringing people to see God. So God was not up there in the clouds or in the church but He 
was in every person and every counter we had with God was through a person. So that’s a 
quick summary of who the Jesuits are. They’ve been seen as one of the more powerful 
ones in the church. They have been renown for running educational institutions in Europe 
and in North America. They run universities and generally are associated with elite 
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education as well so they run Xavier College and in Sydney with the Riverview College. 
They have come back to their work as their major focus being social justice. They are in a 
phase where they are wanting to bring their social ministry side of their work and their 
education side of their work to work together in a way to strengthen their social justice 
work. Having said that, we have no criteria as to whom we work with other than wanting to 
work with those in need. There is no expectation and no criteria that they need to sign up 
to our values in any way. Most of our staff are not Catholic. They are professionals. We 
employ social workers and community workers for their skill and commitment to those in 
need and not to any religious philosophy. Having said that, we tell them that these are our 
mission and values and they’re given and non-negotiable and that it is the dignity of every 
human being that we are to build their capacity and that’s what we stand for. You may not 
subscribe to our religion and our spiritual values but these values are non-negotiable so if 
you work here, that’s what we stand for. 

Is there a close partnership with the church?
There is a particularly close partnership with the Jesuit Order which takes responsibility for 
parishes. This church here is a Jesuit parish. There’s one in Hawthorn and 3 in Sydney. 
We work closely with those but we do work very much within the Catholic Church in the 
context of social justice. We work closely in the context of the Catholic Social Services 
Commission. We work in close partnership with the Mackillop Family Services. Having 
said that, we are in consortia with other non-Catholic agencies. We have been in consortia 
with Salvation Army from time to time and with other faith-based organisations so as long 
as our values have aligned we’ve worked with other organisations both within the Catholic 
sector and the Christian sector. Our stronger partnerships are with the Catholics.

With the partnerships that you build, how do you decipher whether you would want to  
partner with them?
2 things. First would be whether their mission and values align and do we have a common 
goal that we want to work towards. Red Cross agreed to provide this service and the 
government is funding it. It is to provide Case Management for unaccompanied minors 
who are under 18 who are in community detention largely. The government has put them 
into community detention instead of locked up places and they’ve moved out young people 
who have no family with them. We have gone into partnership with Mackillop Family 
Services to provide housing and Case Management. Our approach on taking this on was 
that we have experience in working with newly arrived families through our previous 
programs. We feel we have the expertise. We basically judge whether we will go into an 
area or not by questioning if this is in our skill area, does it go with our mission and values 
and can we provide that service in a way that is likely to have an outcome which we feel 
we can achieve. We look critically at anything that we might be asked to take on in terms 
of the program. To go into partnership with Mary Mackillop was clearly that our Catholic 
social teaching underpins their values and ties in as it does with Mackillop who are a 
Catholic organisation. We have common foundational values and have worked with them 
on a few other projects in the past. We had the same approach in working with people. It 
wouldn’t have to be a Catholic organisation. We’ve had others in the youth justice area. 
We have gone in with non-denominational services which have not been attached to any 
church. Again, provided that their values in working with people are aligned with ours. If we 
see a disconnect there, then they will not be people that we will want to work with.  For 
example, if there was a church-based organisation that wanted to converting people to go 
to their church then we wouldn’t go there. That is an extreme example. 
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So has there been a situation where JSS has partnered with another organisation and it  
hasn’t worked out?
There have been partnerships that have not continued, not because of disconnect of 
values. The landscape of funding for programs is complex. The interaction with the 
government and how government distributes funding is complex. The landscape of funding 
is a shifting all the time. You get a changing government or you get a change in minister. 
You get a bureaucracy in a department and things can change. Government and the youth 
justice area have been leading the goal posts a lot. Consortia that we’ve been in with 
others have ended more because of those external forces changing and our capacity to 
work within that and we couldn’t’ work. So it’s not so much of whom we’ve got into 
partnership. This is a sector where the players all know one another and agencies tend to 
know one another pretty well. We know the major organisations. We have been not been 
in positions where we have said that we don’t like these people. 

How does your organisation work out who gets paid and who are volunteers?
Our funding pays our staff essentially. Once we start a program in a particular area, the 
major part of the funding will go to pay the professional staff from psychologists to social 
workers, community workers, counsellors will come out from that government funding. 
Funding for all the extra stuff we have to find ourselves and also depend on donors. But 
we make a commitment at Board level that if we want to run this organisation, we will want 
to have professional development for our staff. So we see that some of our donated 
money has to go to professional development. There is a lady who works on our 
Professional Development Program. Some of our donated money has to go to that.  There 
are things that we are not funded for but we still employ people to do and have to find that 
funding from somewhere. On top of that, we have a lot of needs that we can’t fund in 
which our government funds and our donor base are unable to support. That’s when we 
ask how we can engage volunteers. Intention to engage volunteers is 2 prongs. It’s not 
simply because we don’t have the money and that we want people to do it for free but it’s 
also because we have a philosophical commitment to the idea that the work of assisting 
those in need is not something that we do as a professional organisation but we see that 
we want to bring the community on board with what we do and we think it is important to 
that those people out there come and work with us and understand so that we can cross-
build an understanding of the disadvantaged in the community. We want to partner with 
the community not because we can’t do this but we need you not because we can’t afford 
to pay you but we want your moral and philosophical support.

With the current needs and work that needs to be done, do you feel that you have enough  
resource to get it done?
Obviously we would like a lot more government funding. A good example would be in the 
youth justice area. The funding for post release support from the present State 
government for young people has changed significantly. We were getting a pool of funds 
to support a pool of people and we had to provide reporting on what we were delivering. 
The government have turned around and told Department of Justice that they were not 
going to do that anymore. We were funded for a certain number of hours a week per 
person who were released from custody. The government said that they did not want to do 
that anymore. For a start, they would not fund people who were still in custody which 
means that we could not build a relationship with these people before they were released 
and they would not fund us lets say 2 hours a week instead of previous 12 hours which 
was a significant reduction of time they would pay us. Now given that we work with a group 
of people whose needs are complex and challenging, 2 hours a week is a joke. They also 
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told us that were to be funded in retrospect so we were to bill them for the services we 
were going to deliver and then they were going to pay us after they had been delivered so 
it was screwed up entirely. It makes it very hard. In that area alone, we’ve been put under 
enormous pressure in terms of funding. In other areas like our support officers I don’t think 
there’s any threat with funding at the moment. So it varies from area to area. But certainly 
in terms of government funding we would like to see more. The other area we work in and 
which isn’t funded and is a major part of our work is our advocacy area. It’s not enough to 
work to help people in need but we also have to work to change the structures that put 
them there. The premise of my Masters thesis was that Victoria probably has had the most 
enlightened and the best youth justice system in Australia and that’s largely because of 
this organisation. People in this organisation who have worked here have been advocating 
for 35 years and have had the ear of government. They have been able to influence 
Victorian government in their youth justice policy in a fairly unique way. There’s a whole lot 
of reasons for that. It began at a time when there was a lot less formality around the 
relationship of the government and organisations like this.  In the case of the changing 
landscapes around us. There was a close relationship with the Department of Social 
Welfare. We were doing them a favour in starting up because they had a group of young 
people who were offending and who were going in and out of custody and the department 
were wondering what to do and how to manage it. So we took on a very challenging area 
in need for them and that created a relationship which meant that they listened to the 
voices of those who worked with these young people and really took on board what we 
were saying. Being heard is obviously harder and harder but we’ve had a major impact in 
that area. Policy and advocacy is a major part of our work. There was a good paper that  
was released last year called “What Is Social Justice” probono Australia. It was written by 
Pro-Bono Lawyers Association. It’s a great paper that explains the way in which the 
concept of social justice has evolved and how it has evolved and how it has become a lot 
more complex and ideas about social inclusion and what excludes people have become 
much better understood and the theory behind that has become quite sophisticated. As 
that happens with an understanding of what constitutes exclusion from the economy and 
from society and so the solutions are complex too. If we look back from when we started in 
1977, someone said in those early days that a young person who was coming out from 
prison then only needed a roof over their heads, a job to go to and a friend. It sums up 
what are the needs and it seems simplistic but our understanding now of these needs is 
far more complex. As the complexity and understanding of this evolved so do our ways of 
responding also have to be equally sophisticated and informed and articulated clearly and 
in a timely way that gets to the areas who need to hear what we’re saying. That’s a major 
area of our work.

What would you say would be the greatest challenge that the organisation has faced so  
far?
We had a program that was to keep men in prison connected with their families because 
all the research shows that if you put men in prison and if they lose contact with their 
families the likelihood of them reoffending after they are released is much higher than if 
they maintain their contact with their families. This program was designed to help them 
remain connected so it assisted families in visiting fathers in prison and provided a number 
of supports that helped that connection. I remember at the time when the government just 
said that they weren’t going to find that anymore. This is what happens. Governments 
respond to needs for a whole variety of reasons often which have nothing to do with the 
sorts of reasons that you and I would not think that it would be important. It could be 
because they want to get more votes or because it looks good at the time or because they 
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had a pool of money and they had to use it up or it was going to be taken back by the 
Commonwealth. There’s a whole lot of motivations going on there. They would also say 
that they would run something for a while and someone else would come in and say that 
they wouldn’t want to do that anymore. So they are very fickle. One of the hardest thing 
that I’ve seen is that we‘ve had a number of programs that have been going really well and 
had been making significant difference for people and money just gets pulled on. The 
challenge for us is constantly to say what else can we do instead of pulling our hair out or 
gnashing our teeth.  I think our CEO would say that the challenge for us would be to keep 
remaining flexible. A lot of social service organisations tend to take on an area of work and 
just stick at where it works. An example would be Sacred Heart Mission whom work with 
homeless people. That’s what they do and that’s what they’ll always do whereas we work 
across quite a range of areas. In the 35 years that we’ve existed that has changed and our 
move into education has been quite recent. Basically we see that the challenge would be 
that we have to remain flexible. We have to be prepared to say that a certain direction is 
not going to work anymore and we need to go another way. In the case of the changing 
social and political landscape and the other things around us that influence our capacity to 
change we have to remain flexible. For example in the social landscape with the arrival of 
many refugees who have arrived, we have to take on this challenge as we’ve worked with 
Mackillop so being flexible would I guess be the challenge. We’re relatively small of 150 
employees given the larger organisations such as Salvation Army or St. Vincent de Paul. 
Although we’re small, if you go and talk to the people out there, our voice is way above 
ourselves and I can say that because in writing this history of JSS I heard that time and 
again. 

What can you see would be a strength of JSS?
We understand our mission and values very well. We have a strong sense of where we’re 
coming from and what drives what we do. We have the flexibility to respond to needs as 
we see it. The other strength is that our voice is highly respected in the wider community 
and in the debates that happen over social justice issues. Also that within the organisation, 
everyone who has worked here says that there is a high degree of identification of who we 
are. People who come and work for us have a strong sense of being part of it. Again, this 
sector tends to have a high turnover generally but I think our turnover rate is lower and our 
sense of identifying what we’re on about is strong. I think that’s significant given that we 
employ people from a whole spectrum of the community. We don’t say that we just want 
people who are Catholics to sign up to what we do. We have a reputation of people come 
up to us and want to work with us. A number of people have come up to me and said that 
they would want to come and work for us. That’s because there is a great sense of 
connection and people would come to us because of our reputation. We know how to get 
across our message internally very well. We tell people that if you want to be part of our 
show this is what we stand for. Are you up for that? We don’t hold back on that. You can 
be an atheist, a Hindu or whatever you like but you’ve got to accept that these are the 
fundamental values here and these are not for negotiation. People buy into that and buy 
into it well and that’s a major strength that we have. 

What to you would define success for JSS?
To build a more just society which is our motto. To change the structures that keep people 
in poverty and disadvantage. Success for us would be to have the best youth justice 
system, the best refugee support services, when you go to our public-housing estates that 
they would have the best that they need. We will always need public-housing estates. To 
me, success is about all the things that a child in an area of disadvantage who are more 

75



likely to drop out of school, who are more likely to get sick, who are more likely to die 
young, they’re all the things that disadvantage causes are enormous. If we can change 
that, that would be success. People may begin life when things are difficult but that we as 
a society provide services in which we can find a way to allow them to participate and 
engage them in a way that they would want to and have all the resources needed for that. 
If you look at the pro-bono paper on social justice, people would say that there will always 
be injustice in the world but why bother. That is true but we are not aiming for a perfect 
world but we do aim to have more equity in the world. We can do better and we should. 
Because we believe in the worth and dignity of a person regardless of who they are, and 
where they’re from and what they have or haven’t done, that’s the fundamentals of 
Catholic social teachings, we are compelled to work for the good of everyone. This has 
come out of gospel values. A lot of our staff may not articulate it that way but that is 
certainly what underpins what we do and who we are. Certainly our Board and our CEO 
would say underpins all we do. We are a Catholic organisation and because the Jesuit 
Order is worldwide commissioned to what we do and not just in Melbourne. Social justice 
is a non-negotiable part of our faith. If we believe in the Christian faith then we believe in 
the worth and dignity of every human being and that is non-negotiable. You can’t believe in 
half of the message of Jesus if you exclude the bit about every human being being 
worthwhile which drives exactly why we do what we do. We say that no one should be 
excluded from being part of that community. Our beginnings was started by a young Jesuit 
in the 1970s. There was a bit of an intersection between social justice coming from a faith 
perspective meeting with social justice coming from broader social change and the sort of 
late 60s and early 70s had a rise of a whole range of social justice movements around 
peace and social equity that were coming out of secular sources. For example the first 
Director who came out of the Brosnan Youth Services was an atheist. He wasn’t coming 
from a position that the Jesuits were coming from but there was a strong alignment 
between his values of social justice and ours. It grew out of a time when there was a 
meeting of values from within the church and outside the church. There are a number of 
people who came out of that in those early years who had no connection to any church but 
had a very strong sense of social justice coming out from the anti-Vietnam war era and a 
whole lot of other moves that created question of an unjust society. 

Interview with the Manager of Drug and Safety Program at North Richmond  
Community Health Centre

Can you please describe the programme that you run?
Coming from a community development background it has been very interesting in the 
needle exchange program. A lot of contacts are very brief in the needle exchange program 
and for that moment all they want is to get their injecting equipment. It really is about firstly 
being able to have that personal engagement from the very beginning with ‘Hi how are 
you?’ which often when people access other services they don’t get a greeting and are 
judged before they start the engagement process of helping the person. What we have 
found is that once people have built up that engagement with our people and have a 
familiarity of the service and once the people know that you are not there to judge them 
and to tell them to get off drugs, it really is about getting at that person’s pace. Through 
this we see the ability to lock into the blood-borne virus prevention (STD, HIV, Hep C & B) 
amongst the injecting communities. In this program, we are then able to educate and give 
them knowledge and understanding of the usage of the injecting equipment and this in turn 
will allow them to be able to bring that to their peers in their using networks. We use this 
peer education as meaningful tool for people who come in touch with our services here at 
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the centre. These people are open to being educated. Through informal engagement 
through the needle exchange, we pass on information education to them. What we have 
also done is run education workshops for people and we have partnered with Harm 
Reduction Victoria, a statewide drug user organisation since 1980s. They employ people 
who have had the experience of illicit drug-use to develop their programs. We run 
overdose reduction programs, a formal education program.

Who comes to this needle exchange centre?
The prominent people using this centre are from Richmond. Following that is the North-
Western area (Preston, Ringwood etc.) then 3rd group were the Eastern areas (St Kilda 
etc). We also know the Richmond is a well-known area that people know to come to for 
drug deals. So people will come here from other areas. The mobility of the area as well 
makes this place a good place for drug dealing. We have about 200 contacts a day. We 
don’t ask for personal details because their using it to inject illicit drugs though access to 
needle exchange is legal. At this point, the aim of this operation is to prevent the increase 
of blood-borne diseases. We also will have a Hepatisis Awareness Week next week where 
we will hold an information program and we’ll have a quiz on that night and the winner will 
win a gift voucher of $50. Why I keep referring to our needle exchange centre is because 
this is the point of contact where we are then able to direct them to our support services 
such as our Vietnamese support services, our drug safety workers so the needle 
exchange centre is a pivotal centre for not only needle exchange but also a place of 
referral to our other programs. 

What are the demographics of the people that come in?
Mainly Caucasian, some Sudanese and some from East Timor. With the people who 
access this place from the Vietnamese community, we have a language problem but we 
don’t have as much of a barrier of communication with the Sudanese as their English is 
better. So it is very important for us that we have people on board our staff who can speak 
the other languages, for example Vietnamese in this centre is. For example we have a 
casual Vietnamese worker who actually comes from the Springvale and another casual 
worker who comes from the Foot Patrol service in the city. For these workers, we have a 
number of people who associate themselves with these workers and will in turn access the 
services here in this centre because they identify their relationship with these workers. We 
see that mobility happening through the relationships. A person may be coming in 2-3 
times a day. There are those who come in and take hundreds so we won’t see them again 
as they have a home to probably go to do deal the drugs. There is a mobile collection. 
Even though its not illegal to have the equipment on you, people try to remove the 
equipment from them as quick as possible.

Why do you believe there is a high drug problem here on this estate?
It is difficult to know exactly why. Footscray used to be the known go-to place all across 
Melbourne for drugs. Richmond has now succeeded Footscray and this has been building 
up over the past 5 years. We have Herald Sun coming in to Richmond advertising it to 
everyone in the newspaper. Also, word travels quickly in the neighbourhood so people 
soon get to know where the best place is to get drugs. If you don’t know someone in your 
own personal network to get drugs or don’t know of someone’s house to go and buy drugs, 
the person would usually need to go to the streets. It is well accessed by public transport 
(bus, tram and train). There are also a lot of health and welfare services (health services, 
Neighbourhood Justice Centre, Good Shepherd, Salvation Army) in the area so they can 
get their drugs along the way. What we noticed after the Operation Elizabeth program is 
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that our number of needle exchange drops. There was a huge police operation that 
continued from Footscray and then to the city that have displaced themselves in 
Richmond. I do not think that it is helpful for the police to displace themselves. What we 
found is that for people who have nowhere to go to, we have the public injecting scenario 
especially when they are in withdrawal symptoms. The longer they have incriminating 
evidence on them and the more they want to try and get rid of the substance as quick as 
possible, they would often go to more vulnerable areas such as residential areas in their 
laneways. It can be very confronting and cause tension between residents. The drug 
person would just want to get their drug dosage as quick as possible. Angry situations 
arise and this is not helpful to anybody. They would leave their equipment there where 
they’ve shot up and displacing can therefore create more health issues and public safety 
issues.

In your understanding, what are the outcomes of using drugs?
People use drugs for varied reasons. I’ve found that as I’ve dealt with drug-users and with 
the counselling services that we provide, there are really horrific situations that people 
experience such as family abuse (sexual, verbal abuse) and will use this as a coping 
mechanism to block out those problems. Other people have a mental health issue where 
they have started using drugs and are coping with their health problems. People also like 
the ‘feeling’ of what drugs they use. Heroine slows people down so when people use it, 
they feel sleepy, going on the nod and there’s a real risk of overdose. It’s usually not just 
heroine that they would use. Other central nervous system depressants with alcohol will 
slow people down. People get addicted to heroine very quickly. People withdrawing would 
just want to get their dose of drugs into them. What we have noticed is that heroine 
became less available. Ice and speed have the opposite affect so rather than someone 
who is losing consciousness, you have people who are buzzing out of control. People 
have become intoxicated, they become aggressive and violent. We don’t have such 
problem of violence in this estate, but more agitation. Usually if it’s an argument, it’s 
between 2 people striking up a deal. 

What are the people’s behaviour like here at the needle exchange centre?
We’re giving people essentially what they want here so people are a little nicer as we are 
accommodating their needs. We ask people to go home and take it. We don’t want to 
encourage people to do it anywhere else but at home. We try to tell people who have no 
home to go to someone which is away from public but no so isolated where they cannot be 
found if they end up overdosing. We have a duty of care to the people that we provide 
these facilities and there is also a responsibility to the wider community who don’t want to 
see people inject. We want to help those taking it but also prevent the problem from 
happening. It’s a balancing act of working the 2.

Do you know the backgrounds of these people who do drugs?
Not really through the needle exchange programs as its personal information. One of our 
Vietnamese workers provide this ‘Vietnamese Alcohol and Drug Support Group’. It is for 
family members who has a family member who is using illicit drugs as they feel isolated 
and ashamed for the family member who is using drugs and this peer group is for those 
members of the family to give them the social network, support group legal issues around 
drug use, how to call 000, various group presentations like anger management, safety 
drug use. It has been a valuable project. These people group would be primarily from this 
estate but also from the broader City of Yarra. This health centre is the main provider 
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historically for this estate for the holistic health service. Many residents from this estate 
would use this health centre.

What do you believe is the best way to prevent this problem from happening?
Educating young people realistically about the pitfalls of drug use is important. For 
example, when we give information that doesn’t match with the experience of the target 
group, they would end up ignoring it as they see holes in the message. Its about getting 
the message across about the risks of drug use but coming across not as just facts. There 
is anxiety about educating young children about drugs but young children are like 
sponges, they will absorb anything. We have to educate young people about public safety. 
If they see needles and syringes around, what should they do? If they see a piece of 
equipment (syringes and needles) there that’s used for drugs, they should see it could 
cause bad serious and good experiences. Instead of giving them the approach of telling 
them off of the do’s and dont’s, until they are old enough, it is better that they work out 
what’s best for them and make their own decisions then. Sometimes, telling them off to not 
do something will cause a curiosity for them to want to try it out. There are correct ways to 
handle needles and until they are old enough to understand they should ask an adult what 
to do. We need to be practical and honest as we deal with these issues. Drug Safety 
Program-Public and Personal Safety Program in different languages (East Timorese, 
Vietnamese, Mandarin-speaking groups) What you do if you see a syringe and the 
process of handling it properly. We do regular retrievals on the housing estate. We clean 
up 3 main zones, 1 is the grounds of the health centre and the Office of Housing Carpark, 
the other zone is the residential area and the other zone is across the road. We take tongs 
and buckets and we pick up any injecting litter whether it be syringes, needles, wrappings, 
yellow containers and other debris and dispose of it safely.

Have you seen in the past 12 months of you being here of any suicides that have occurred  
on the estate?
July last year to early this year, we’ve had 20 overdoses around the health centre. A 
person would usually come running in and tell us of the person overdosed on the grounds. 
Our drug safety worker, trained in CPR will go out immediately on site and we’ll call the 
ambulance. We do a bit of support and follow up in making sure they would not get 
overdosed again. Some are homeless, others have families. Mainly males 28-36 year olds 
and usually they would just be released from prison. They would then come back out and 
join back in their social network of people which is back to the drugs.

What are some of the success stories that you’ve experienced?
For drug-use success, it can be measured in different ways. Success could be someone 
who is a chaotic drug user, (a highly dependant drug user) for them success would be 
identifying it for themselves and wanting to have their first counselling treatment session. 
Then there are those who are now receiving long-term counselling and have come into the 
sessions regularly and are now not using it anymore. If they have a hard time, they would 
call up before their scheduled appointment. Success then is at an individual level. Then it 
could be those who are using it more safely. There would then be those people who have 
been sharing their syringes with other people and then are now using their own equipment 
which reduces their possibility of catching a virus. We see success in a holistic way.
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What about partnership with the school next door and other organisations around the  
estate?
It’s mostly been for older high school level kids that I’ve gone to give talks. I’m mindful that 
there are so many levels involved to get into education (from the principal to the parents 
etc). Public injecting management is one thing I’ve discussed with the school principal next 
door. At 330pm we have someone from our clinic who goes to the school gates so that 
person will have a watch to make sure that no one is injecting near the school gate. We 
work closely with Angela from JSS, and then the Richmond Estate Action Group. We take 
seriously the broader partnership who take action on this local community. Recently, City 
of Yarra had a forum to enhance this area. The area we’re working on is that we are 
collaborating with the peer body of Harm Reduction Victoria. With our local knowledge, we 
want to target key individuals who have been accessing this facility here and do a 
workshop for them. We hope that they would be equipped to be able to know how to 
dispose of the equipment safely etc. Many don’t have options to do it publicly and they 
would much prefer to do it privately. 

Statistic description
Last 5 years (2005-2009) needle drop-in has increased quite dramatically. Number of 
client contacts is 9 per client each year on average which is not that many in the scheme 
of things. If they are in-between a dealer and user, but they are supporting their addiction. 
We do not put limits on these people.  Number of people who accessed the NSP (needle 
syringe program) were mainly from Richmond

Interview with the International Community Director of Real Life Centre

What do you think has worked so far in your community work?
Immunity itself is part of our culture. The Catholic church does their thing, The Anglicans 
do their own thing. I think there needs to be common ground for everyone in the wider 
scope of things. I’ve been involved in different think-tanks. What has drawn us together 
has been the mutual interest. The focus has not been your patch or my patch. It has been 
on a professional level/industry level. They bring us together with the intention of 
presenting something of value. You attract the CEO’s where you have guest speakers as a 
teaster. They bring us together with value added to the profession, peer support and 
recognition, networking with organisations, basically to grow with our expertise. Everyone 
benefits. The dialogue starts where you realise as you have conversation and collaborate 
if it progresses beyond that. I have progressed a couple of projects like that. Everyone 
realises that there is a need for networking outside their organisation. However, it is the 
individuals that make it happen from that organisation, not the organisation itself. There is 
a lot of cross-networking that people don’t detect that is already happening but it’s the 
individuals that make it happen more and more. You can’t always commit to everyone’s 
good idea. Focuses and philosophies of others are not always the same as yours. You 
need to go with what works. What is going to cause a big busy CEO or leader to bring you 
together is ‘what is in it for them?’ People don’t usually think outside of their own sphere of 
operation. What will draw them to want to get involved is when it benefits their organisation 
or it benefits an individual personally. Most individuals will be pledging their allegiance to 
their organisation. People have their own niche market. It’s always a give and take. Very 
few organisations are going out to help other organisations purely to help them. Humanity 
is humanity. Individual organisations do that in their own scope. To do that on behalf of 
another organisation does not usually happen. 
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What would be the bottom line for you given there's so many needs?
The bottom line is all about the kingdom of God. There has to be a kingdom focus 
ultimately. In the short term there may not be an immediate result. Social stuff is good. I’d 
encourage that. The purpose of mission is to connect people to God. The need is for 90% 
of the tradesman the doctors. We’re talking about communities. In the church, we have 
every profession. It is not the pastor’s job. It’s the people’s role to minister. 90% of the field 
is white. The fields are white to harvest. We need to send the ‘nurse ministers’ and the 
‘architect ministers’ Lets empower people. Let’s create pathways for people to be 
empowered. We are setting up micro-business workshops for welders in Burma and 
Philippines. Individuals self-fund because they believe in it. We do a lot of networking. I’ve 
done a lot of this over the years. Most of it is through personal network. My bread and 
butter is through teaching First Aid courses. It takes a lot for you to find your call. 
Education and mentoring is so important. 

Interview with the Development Worker of Office of Housing

What is your understanding of urban/neighbourhood renewal?
We have a place management model on this estate now. I am currently an interim 
development worker for Office of Housing. What we are in the process of doing is 
developing a community advisory group which would be made up of 11 residents from 
different background supported by the relevant organisations and government in the local 
community and for them to start to make decisions about the future and how to go forward 
in different stages as part of the master plan of what the estate will look like for the future. 
We want to create infrastructure and programs to create community togetherness. 
Creating activities and pathways of employment for trading that will support the 
community. It is done in place for example in Richmond first instead of spreading out to all 
estates. It has the potential to be positive but the change of management can be tricky. 
There is a danger for my role as I could represent a conflict of interest as I would be 
advocating for the residents and at the same time representing the management of Office 
of Housing. Office of Housing is a top down approach of leadership whereas community 
development is a bottom up approach. This causes a huge clash.

Why are people unemployed?
People have complex needs and they need continual support. The pathways to 
employment are very difficult. Residents who apply for jobs at network providers can’t find 
jobs. Residents will be judged by their address. There needs to be a lot of support in 
assisting them with job readiness, interview skills and job applications.  It is daunting to go 
in to an interview if English is your 2nd language. People’s confidence can be suppressed 
especially if you’ve been unemployed for a long time. It is good for employees to build up 
others rather than full time straight away. A big problem from unemployment to 
employment is that it is hard to go from unemployment into a full-time job straight away. 
Then there is Centrelink. It becomes a disincentive to work with the Centrelink policies of 
not paying their clients if they work more hours and earn more money. The Centrelink 
system does not inspire people to work.

How long are people unemployed for?
Some people don’t want a job in the first place. Some are third generation unemployed. 
Many who want a job cannot find work even as they’ve tried hard to find something. There 
was a qualified chef that I knew and he took such a long time to find a job. He ultimately 
found a place in a community enterprise but it was because I knew of a position that he got 
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the job. Another lady at postgraduate and masters degrees ended up working in a factory 
job. Meaningful work is so important and supporting people into it is so critical. There are 
so many people I know migrants here who are overqualified for the job that they’re in.

Why do people work?
Some of it is financial. Some of it is self-worth and self-development and want to be 
employed. Some will want to volunteer because they’re bored.

Why do people lack motivation to find work?
They fear that they are not good enough or unskilled. Some feel it is not worth the effort 
and there’s other ways of getting by in life. They may also have drugs and alcohol issues.

How does the corporate society affect unemployment?
Personally I did not like the corporate environment. Some people like the corporate world 
but personally, the corporate world was empty and soulness as I was working in a big 
accounting firm. I felt it was inhuman and there was no understanding of where people 
were are at emotionally. It was a very mechanical environment. I hated sitting infront of the 
computers for the whole day. I had to draw a line and had to ask myself why I wanted to 
work and wanted to get out of wanting to go to work to earn money. We are treated like 
machines in the corporate world. Residents on the estate usually want community jobs. 
There are a lot of residents who want to study community development, aged-care, 
hospitality. I set up the social enterprise at JSS with cooking staff. Then there were 
problems with Centrelinks policies of the disincentive to work more hours. I’ve only been 
here in Office of Housing for 3 weeks and it is a bureaucracy. It’s quite difficult to work in 
this environment. There are brick walls everywhere.

What are the family units on the estate?
Many single mothers, more than single fathers on the estate. Within the Chinese and 
Vietnamese community, there are many grandparents who care for their grandchildren. 
Then there are many family units that are whole.

What do you believe the Office of Housing and other organisations on the estate are doing  
or can do to reverse this cycle of all the problems that the residents are facing now?
Especially with families with more than 2 children, there isn’t a lot of safe spaces outside. 
One thing we can do to support single families is to create safe spaces for youth. There is 
still a lot of public injecting activity in the car park or in the stairwells but most of the drug 
activity has moved to Victoria Street and is rampant there. There seems to be a lack of 
fatherhood and their responsibility in their families. There are men with multiple wives and 
are unable to fit in this society as they migrate into Australian society. The question then is 
how we educate responsibility. There are health related sessions on nutrition for women. 
There is a high proportion of elderly people who are grandparents. There is a high 
proportion of elderly women on the estate as there are the younger single parents. There 
is the practical support and education which are key things like helping someone get their 
driving license. The needs are endless and it isn’t very consistent on the ground with what 
organisations on the estate are doing or can do. We seem to have a lot of trouble working 
together and the lack of collaboration with each other as organisations. Often something 
doesn’t get done because there are so many different viewpoints and different 
organisations don’t want to take risks to collaborate together. We should think about risks 
but we shouldn’t overthink risks because it becomes too hard. It is a human right for 
children to go outside and play. They are entitled to a safe space to live. We need to 
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commit to resourcing such spaces. No one wants to do the groundwork commitment. 
Funding is very hard to get. Whenever money and status is involved whether its 
interference with politicians, it gets nasty. For example, the government wants something 
that is sustainable. There needs to be a commitment for resourcing if we want to create 
safe spaces for kids to play out in the playground and eradicate the drugs and alcohol 
problems. There aren’t many groundwork job positions but there seems to be more 
management and organisational level positions on the estate. It would be great if we could 
employ residents to do grassroots work but it can get political when money and status get 
involved. There is so much interference with politicians it does get nasty.

Are a lot of your activities based on volunteerism or paid?
Kids programs like Solid ground and Stitches are based on volunteerism. Volunteer 
support is definitely critical. It is really needed. There are many programs that are solely 
based on volunteerism. I definitely prefer working in community by volunteering as there 
isn’t the obligation to work. It changes the flavour of the way you work as its not for money.

How can we change our neighbourhood’s understanding of community development  
versus charity?
Volunteering has definitely been about charity. It is critical that we have a human approach 
to understand that we could easily be in this situation as these people are. We are 
currently working a Moon-lantern festival that is very much on grassroots level of 
leadership. Wherever possible, local residents are brought on board to do the work 
(performances, setup, program, catering). Co-ordination roles are paid positions. The rest 
are volunteer based. We want to where possible equip and empower the residents in their 
skills. For example we’ve got Belgium Neighbourhood Catering program to cater. When 
volunteers come in, if we can make their volunteerism meaningful so that they can meet 
with the local residents as they’re engaged in a work, it becomes meaningful for the 
volunteers. We used to have these events run by external organisations. This is the first 
year that it has been done by the local community. 

Interview with the Co-ordinator of Belgium Avenue Neighbourhood House and  
Collingwood Neighbourhood House

What is the vision of the Belgium Avenue Neighbourhood House. How does the  
organisation impart this vision and educate the broader community about this vision?
We have been on site here as a Neighbourhood House and child care centre since the mid 
1970s. In those early days the public-housing estate population was primarily Anglo-Saxon 
single mums so it was a very different cultural mix in those days. Over the years we’ve 
seen great cultural changes of the population occur in terms of people coming and going. 
So our House has had to be very flexible in its ability to be responsive to the community. 
That has probably been the secret to our success in keeping engaged. You start to run 
programs and stick to the programs and then the population changes it’ll become 
irrelevant to the people. We have been very lucky that this has been run by a community-
based management committee. This committee reflects the make up of the community. So 
they’re made up of a mix of residents and fellow workers. We also manage 2 
neighbourhood houses. So we have a bit of movement between the Richmond estate 
Neighbourhood House and the Collingwood estate Neighbourhood House. So we have a 
relationship between the 2 estates and we try to encourage that relationship. Part of our 
agenda is to create a program that invites the broader community onto the estate as well 
and also to invite the residents on the estate to be more involved in the broader City of 
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Yarra services and celebrations and so it breaks down the stigma around public-housing 
estates and also shares the amazing colourful cultural essence of housing estate. Most of 
our programs have that underpinning every program. So it’s a real flow. We try to keep 
most of our activities at low cost or no cost giving that we are located where we are.  Most 
people find financial hardship as a barrier. We offer a lot of English classes as English is 
another barrier. We want to bring them to a level of English that is appropriate for the area. 
The tools that we have used over the years that have really worked for us has been 
around the arts and food. They tend to connect meaningful friendships in bringing a 
cohesive community without need for a language or financial dependence on getting that. 
So that’s what we concentrate on and this is where our staff passion is as well. So this 
place has its own passionate and creative energy in the house. For example the Richmond 
Housing estate is going through the problem of drugs at the moment. Our response as a 
small agency with our limitations is a creative one and a meaningful one which is around 
ensuring that small pockets of neighbours get to know one another better. So it could be 
around a simple BBQ that we plonk right in the middle of the common areas in the car 
parks so we find spots where neighbours would normally just pass each other and not stop 
to talk. So we do practical things like that. Another thing we’ve done in the high-rise foyers 
is that we’ve started a project called Foyer Art which is about children’s art from the 
schools and kindergardens which brighten up the foyers. Most of these children live in the 
flats so it excites them that their home is decorated by their artwork. They share that with 
their neighbours so it immediately changes the feel of the place. So I guess our role is to 
always try to build the community morale because it can get really flat and they can get 
quite overwhelmed by some of the other stuff. I always say to myself that we just keep 
‘chucking positives’ at the enormous problems that they face.

So have these programs been successful?
We do get direct feedback from residents. One particular person said to me the other day 
that when one of the recent artworks went up, it gave the neighbours an excuse to talk to 
each other whilst waiting for the lifts. It became a conversation starter. To me it’s not 
rocket science. Its trying to secure the small bits of funding and Its trying to convince 
people with our small amount of funding that these small things actually do make a 
difference.

The Neighbourhood House hope to nurture a strong and supportive community. How is  
this mission achieved?
By providing a space where people can gather and also providing opportunities where 
people have a say in how its managed and run. For a small agency that’s a significant 
contribution to nurturing community.

So how do you ensure that the environment is safe?
We have a passionate and creative staff team who are well connected on the ground in 
community. So we are always in the loop of formal and informal feedback on what the 
community are thinking. Just by conversation and feedback. We have lots of community 
lunches and we talk about what are some problems. Sometimes there’s a cultural 
misunderstanding where we haven’t been able to work it through and come to a good 
understanding or outcome. So it’s about providing a space where people can feel heard 
and valued. 
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So going into the management side of things, what strategies does the Neighbourhood  
House have to steward your resources (finances, food, people) you have?
There’s a lot of submission writing for grants. A lot of neighbourhood houses traditionally 
offer fee service courses.  But because we are located where we are we are a different 
kettle of fish. Our capacity to fundraise around here is very limited as well and so we are 
reliant on grants. So we heavily rely on grants and on effective and positive networking. A 
lot of our programs are also done in partnership with other agencies and community 
groups so that you can build on the resources so you have a greater capacity which is 
more effective when its done in partnership.

Has that been helpful to be able to partner with others?
Most of the programs have been done in partnership with someone. Its all about 
partnerships.

Would that be something that you would initiate? How would you find out about these  
organisations?
Basically its about forming trusting relationships with people and maintaining those. I’m not 
always the one chasing for partnership but often it comes my way too. So its 2 way. But 
this doesn’t happen unless you have that mutual understanding. We talk about creating 
healthy cohesive communities but its also about forming cohesion with agencies. Each of 
us have certain limitations of what we can and can’t do.

This may sound really simple but how have you built that level of trust?
By constant dialogue. I use the email a lot. Also, about finding out about people, what their 
likes are, what are their interests, whether we have common interests.

At the moment, do you believe that the BANH has enough resources at the moment to be  
able to see the vision and mission to come to pass?
What we are very good at is working with the limited resources/income that we have and 
we find ways. However that can also be detrimental as people think that you can do it. We 
have to be very careful that we are not burning out staff or that some things may not be 
sustainable. We don’t want to raise expectations either that will not be able to be followed 
through. We have to be very careful. It’s tricky. We have a big emphasis on volunteering. 
There’s a big volunteer base so that requires us to also be flexible with what we can and 
can’t do with our programs.

In terms of resources, would you do things differently in regards to stewarding the  
resources you have?
Ideally a dream model would be that we would love to be able to pay a course staff a full-
time job for a full-time wage so that they can do the old-fashioned hit the ground running 
and be on the ground in the old-fashioned community development connecting with 
people. You can often get money for projects but the recurrent core community 
development funding is really hard to get. Its very hard to sustain and its really hard to do if 
they’ve only got 10 hours a week. You often find that people who take on these positions 
do over and above because they’re just passionate about it and its not fair. To maintain 
those fortnightly BBQs that don’t cost a lot of money but make such an impact on the 
community is important.
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How do you keep your volunteers?
Not all we do. This is our number one volunteer. Barb is our chair person who coordinates 
some of the programs that she’s passionate about. For example one of the groups we 
have is a singing chorus who is made up of a group who have various mental health 
issues. They sing together and eat together. We have many volunteers who come and 
support that program. It’s a very uplifting program. Volunteers not only come to support but 
also to participate in it. This uplifts them. There’s a sense that they’re all in this together. 
She’s not from the estate but from the surrounding area. Like I said we try and get that mix 
of capacity building. It brings diversity and opportunity. Everyone has a different reach out 
there and needs different support and vice versa. 

Have you got something that empowers the volunteers who come in?
I think what works best with volunteers is to initially establish what their passions are. So 
that whatever they are supporting work is reflective of the area of passion. That’s the key 
with working with volunteers.

What has the response been like from volunteers who have come in to work?
It’s been good. A lot of the volunteers come in say with a passion for art which is perfect 
for us because thats what we do. And a lot of the time that message has already been 
sent out. They somehow find out about us whether its through Council or somewhere.

How are the programs designed?
Depends what it is. For example with the English classes that’s straightforward and we 
know that there is a need so that’s a different kettle of fish. Some of the other programs 
that we have funding for like through aged services from the City of Yarra with a particular 
target group that we are working with. For example we had a Vietnamese elderly bloke a 
couple of weeks ago who really wanted to share his skills in Tai Chi so he’s running Tai 
Chi at Collingwood. In a sense we just put it out there. Lets see if there’s a take up and if 
obviously not an interest. This was one where there weren’t specifically 100 people asking 
for Tai Chi classes but when it was there people put their hands up. So it’s testing the 
waters a little bit as well. 

So most of the programs run from here?
We have 2 neighbourhood houses and a couple of doors down we have the factory which 
is another community space. At Collingwood, there is an unused underground carpark 
space a huge venue. We use that space for theatre performance, there’s a recording 
studio down there and a gallery space. It’s a fairly cutting edge grungy space particularly 
for the youth. They love that space. Because you’ve got an architecture background, we 
just had one project that came out from the local corporates. For them it was about 
sustainable communities. That was a fantastic outcome where we worked with 14 
corporates in the area. They all donated fans, stoves, floorboarding, gallery lights. They 
did the renovation over January with the support of their connections. It was a win win for 
them. That came about because they worked out that they spent $10k on Christmas cards 
and that wasn’t sitting ethically with them. They then wanted to use that budget instead for 
community sustainability. As they sent that message around, their clients bought into that 
idea.

How did that conversation start up?
They just walked in off the street. They had the idea and they wanted a community to 
support. They walked in and said that they had this idea.
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As a general question, why do you think organisations don’t collaborate? 
I haven’t really experienced that. I know there are times when agencies brief don’t allow 
that kind of connection. We’ve been fairly lucky and I haven’t felt that unwillingness. We 
just have limitations as organisations. People are time poor. I’ve been here since 1980. 
Every year they throw something new at me and there’s always some creative journey to 
go on. 

So how did you land here in this position?
Well I was teaching. I was doing my degree in Fine Arts and then decided to do Dip Ed via 
correspondence down at Gippsland. I didn’t like it. I got 8 months into the course and felt 
that I didn’t want to teach. So I took time out. Then I saw a job here for 4 hours a week in 
the child care because I lived around the corner. Because it was a neighbourhood house 
and a child care back then, I got to know the mums quite well and they got to know me and 
realised I was passionate about art. So I just kept on writing and getting as I got into 
writing submissions. And it just grew from there. 

Hence why there is so much art around?
A lot of the co-ordinators in the neighbourhood houses are such small agencies. We have 
different passions and so the neighbourhood house usually reflects that. Like some of the 
co-ordinators are passionate about education and that will be reflected in the house. This 
house there’s always food and the arts has been key for us. Other neighbourhood houses 
are passionate about the environment and that’s reflected in the environment. The 
leadership brings the culture into the space. We’ve had really strong relationships with the 
Health Centre, Brotherhood of St.Lawrence, schools, the kindergardens, the Office of 
Housing etc. all the key agencies.

It takes time to build relationships. Do you take out much time to build these relationships?
Yes both formal and informal. Both are important. Building the trust is important. Finding 
opportunities out there can create a bit of competitiveness. Often times you’re applying for 
the same application of funding lets say with the NRCH not realising and that’s why its so 
important to keep talking. 

In your 30 years now, what has been the greatest challenge for you?
Operating out of an unknown funding base from year to year has been hard. Its improved 
over the last decade as we’ve had a supportive Council. But other than that, its been year 
to year. Can we keep the doors open? Its hard to plan when you’re not seeing a funding 
base. Its proved a lot over the last decade. We’ve had 3 year funding commitments. 

Can you give me an understanding of how the Neighbourhood House sits with the  
government?
Neighbourhood House has a complex funding base. Its State government but its also 
Local government funded. Some neighbourhood houses area are allowed to access 
philanthropic funding. Most philanthropics need the tax deduction but most neighbourhood 
houses don’t have that. Our core funding we get don’t necessarily allow for the doors to be 
continually open so we have to do special projects all the time so we have to schim off 
these projects and put it back into our core funding. But at the same time by doing these 
extra projects, there’s more stress and strain because there are more people coming in the 
doors. So you’ve got more toilet paper to think about. You’re constantly juggling 
everything. That’s a key challenge to community management. We sustain each year.
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What do you believe is the strength of this Neighbourhood House?
Location has been important. We also have a commitment to wanting to employ local 
residents because they know the community well. They can keep the ground running. 
Because we are a multi-cultural community often the workers are bi lingual so that’s really 
important.

What do you see would be a weakness?
It has been in the past we have had a lack of space. Overall the past 2 years we’ve been 
able to develop these other venues with the Office of Housing. So that’s been one. 
Another weakness is the ability to objectively keep to the skills of grant writing. There’s 
obviously a skill to it. Just the day to day running and the details that go with it, there’s 
never a day without milk or the toilets blocked. Those things that take up a lot of my time. 
This is a house with a lot of people in it. Its really difficult to sit down at the end of it all and 
write up a grant. It’ll be great to employ someone to write these grants.

How does the staff team work?
I’m full time in the sense that I work 38 hours but I’m split up between the 2 houses. We 
took that up in 1990. We were asked to do that because it wasn’t functioning. It was 
becoming too governance heavy. It has been challenging. The positives has been there 
has been a strength in that as there are now positions which were originally 7.5 hour 
positions and are now 15 hour positions across both houses. So we tend to now have 
substantial work and we keep workers. We also share excursions between the 2 houses 
so the communities mix. So there’s been advantages.

Has it been interesting been in both houses but with different task environments?
Physically they are very different houses. This one is just off the estate whereas the one in 
Collingwood is locked in under the flats in the foyer and it’s a lot bigger. This one here is 
more intimate. Our task over there is how do you recreate a hall-looking space into 
something that’s more inviting and intimate space. We use art and create spaces with 
lamps to make it look more homely. People drop in a lot there because its right under the 
flats. People who drop in in Collingwood seem to be single men. Whilst they are both 
public-housing estates, they are very different. People who come in here don’t tend to 
come in as much just to drop in for a coffee. They come for a program whereas over there 
there is a space to drop in for a coffee. For me, the physicality of the space tends to dictate 
what the function of the space is.

Where would you like to see the Neighbourhood House be in 5 years time?
I would like to see funding bodies continue the value of the work that we do and through 
that give more funding. If there was a security in that and it was funded properly then the 
rest would just flow. 

With this extra funding, what would you like to do with it?
For example with the people who are attending the ESL classes they would like to form a 
choir. There isn’t a volunteer in that group who has the skill but if we could pay someone to 
teach them would be great but we don’t have funding to do that right now. How can we as 
a steering group work towards that happening? We’ve got a guy who wants to teach 
ukuleles so that is the new thing now. We got funding to buy 22 new ukuleles. So that was 
inexpensive and we’re setting up a small group who want to learn that.
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Interview with the Director of Operation Stitches

In your understanding of the innercity neighbourhood, what are the prominent problems  
that you see with these kids in the inner-city?
The current problem is lack of parental input and governance in the kids. Not all, but many 
of the kids are left to themselves and this leads to bad behaviour in the young children. 
This leads to petty crime as they are left to themselves and it goes on from there. Kids are 
growing up in environments that are infested with drugs and alcohol problems and this is a 
huge issue. Whatever they are used to and what they grow up in and see has a great 
impact on their future. Some kids are approached by drug dealers because they are easy 
targets to bribe and earn a few dollars. It is a bad negative start to their young lives.

It was recently reported that parents were giving their kids cannibas to calm them down.  
Do you know whether kids have been given drugs and alcohol by their parents?
Kids are not given drugs directly from their parents. We know kids’ parents who are drug 
dealers. Several parents are pushers use to make money and the kids see this everyday 
in their households. This is the whole problem as they see these bad elements hanging 
around their homes. There was the Operation Elizabeth, a 2-week campaign police blitz to 
try and deal with the problem of drugs on the estate as they statistically get worse where 
the police come in but they never eradicate the pushers. They do this but it seems to get 
worse.

Do you have any documentation on these facts?
Statistics on the estate are always kept quiet. The council does not release the statistics of 
the suicide rate and crime that we and the kids see all the time. A glossy picture is painted 
so that the estates look liveable. They need to get rid of the drug problem. Especially in the 
early years it shapes and forms our lives. We need to get hold of the kids when they’re 
young. We are making up for the lack of governance of the parents. It is not necessarily 
their parent’s fault because they are dealing with their own issues. Drug problem is worse 
than alcohol. Alcohol is more of a problem with the young kids. It comes back to the role 
models in the household. The power of the family unit is so strong. There needs to be an 
approach to change the next generation. There are parents on drugs because they made 
bad choices in their life. It is unfair to try and deal with those taking drugs but there should 
be no mercy on the drug pushers.

Do you have any current relationship built with the Richmond West Primary School that is  
across the road?
We’ve never really been able to score a good partnership with the neighbourhood schools. 
They never seem to have a representation in the school and council meetings. We have a 
partial partnership with the local Salvation Army but there hasn’t been a mutual working 
partnership on the estate. This is a problem on the estate. Every organisation dealing with 
the kids are very individual and not working together. There needs to be a serious working 
together of the different agencies. Everyone’s doing different things but the gap needs to 
be filled through the different organisations and agencies involved on the estate for the 
benefit of a wholistic community.

Stitches motto is to teach kids to say no to drugs, alcohol and violence. How do you  
believe that Stitches is helping to solve/avoid this problem?
We need to see kids that have marked respect down the years for what Stitches has done 
about making good choices in life, saying no to drugs, alcohol and violence. It has hard to 

89



categorically say the positive impact we have had. Stories would be when we see the long 
term effects. If we can prevent one kid from going into drugs and having their behaviour 
and language changed, the whole program is all worth it. We see over the weeks how their 
behaviour changes, their attitude changes. The values that we are promoting to them is 
having an effect on them. It is hard to have the documentation and follow up. Mye is a girl 
from Collingwood who is now 17 years old who was a Stitches kid when she was young 
and who was off the rails. She made a guest appearance at the One Eighty Stitches 
program recently and is now undertaking a social/youth worker course now. This is a 
tremendous result. Because of Stitches, she wants to give back to the community as she 
has been helped, it has caused her to not think of herself as she takes on a profession but 
how she can help others.

With your position in the recent years here on site in Richmond (as opposed to the other  
inner city suburbs you also focus on), would you know of any evidence that the  
crime/alcohol/violence rate has decreased significantly?
The fact that we are visibly in the Richmond estate, we have definitely more of an effect 
than the other estates because we come and go to the other estates. A lot of the kids can 
just drop in and we can build relationships and input with them instead of waiting for an 
activity for them to come to instead of waiting for an event. Here we can talk to them 
individually. Here they can hang and talk to us. The church has got to see that the true 
gospel is out there where the people are. The church is where we go strong and then go 
out, not a place to camp in. Jesus hung with the sinners. The great commission is to go 
and not wait for them to come. We would love to have an office in each estate. We have 
had opportunities on the estate, free rooms but we have had no manpower. It comes down 
to resources. So much can be done if we had resources. There is now a gym in the room 
which was available to us previously in Collingwood. REAM Richmond Estate Action 
Meeting discusses issues happening that need to be resolved. Neighbourhood Renewal is 
a 6 year program about getting residents to take control of what is happening on the 
estates. They end up talking about their own individual problems. A lot of things 
implemented don’t change the problem on the estate (eg. key card access in the high-rise 
flats)

How about funding for the program?
We use a preventative type of approach. The councils try to provide services with the 
choices that residents make on their path. That’s why ministries like Stitches do not get a 
dollar. They would spend it on the community gardens and they think that they can solve 
the problems. The member of parliament, the Senator who represents the Richmond area 
would go to the opening of a community garden across the road but not come to the 
Stitches warehouse when being invited. This is their attitude. The problem will always be 
there if they do not sow finances into services that are trying to prevent these kids, 
especially between 10-13 years old from these problems. They will not sow finances into 
this area but will spend hundreds and thousands of dollars for 20 Vietnamese ladies to 
grow their bok choy. It looks good from the outside.

Would you like to share some ‘success’ stories of how you have seen change and  
influence on the kids lives?
How do we measure success? We don’t necessarily see instant change of the kids but 
over the 14 years we have seen miraculous changes in many of these kids. It’s not an 
easy one to measure when it comes to work in the inner city as it is a very transient 
population. We rely only on feedback that we do receive from the kids.
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Emails from kids:
As a child my time in Stitches was a time of fun, socialising, having fairy floss, winning  
prizes, playing games and learning about the Bible. As a teen I now see Stitches for what  
it truly is, love, committed and compassionate. What I got from Stitches 11 years ago I still  
hold close to my heart up until today. I realise that the messages of hope and the words of  
encouragement and all the effort that goes into the children to deter young kids from the  
negative influences in life, so common of many of the young ones, has shown me that I  
can make a difference in the lives of others and I aim to do so. I hope that Stitches can  
continue to perform its subtle wonders and touch the lives of future generations the way it  
did for me-Boy
Thanks for spending a lot of your time for coming to visit us. I know you go through a lot of  
trouble to help the kids-Boy
I love your club. I will always remember to say no to drugs, violence and crime-Girl
I am always happy when I see the Stitches letter in my mailbox. Thank you for the $10 in  
Stitches money you gave me. My friend threw it in the bin accidentally. I forgave her as the  
monthly Stitches newsletter had taught me to do. I hope you write back to me. No one  
gave me any present for my birthday but only you did.
Thank you for letting me do the Stitches activities sheets. I love Jesus and he may come  
back to the earth again. Its good to know more about Jesus.
I love Stitches. Do you love me? I love love love love Stitches.
Please help me. I have 2 groups of friends. One group of friends want me to stop playing  
with the other group of friends because they cheat. But really they don’t cheat. Please hele  
me. I don’t know what to do.
I have done drugs in the past but now that Stitches has come into my life I knew that I did  
not need it anymore. Stitches has made me see what it can do. I know it can really stuff up  
your life. I had lost most of my friends but now that has stopped. Some have come back  
but most of them do not.  I talk to Stitches team because they know what I’m talking about.  
Thank you Stitches team for helping me get off it before it became too serious. Love  
always.
You mean a lot to me. You care a lot for children. You are a precious Jesus person.  And  
you remember to say no to drugs, violence and crime.
Them saying this is far more impacting than me. They have the feedback. A girl from 
overseas, Aku has made some good choices. She wouldn’t have done her university 
course but she knew that she had the support and belief from Stitches. She wants to come 
back and help and is coming back to do homework club. Nick (11yrs old, Richmond)-His 
life is been torn apart as he watches his parents do drugs and doing all the wrong things. 
He knows right from wrong now. He would have thought that that’s the normal way of life. 
They do not want to live a life like their parents after Stitches has taught them. Poverty 
here is not about lack of finance. Kids have access to considerable amount of money They 
are sometimes given $60 a week to take care of himself at the age of 8 to buy their own 
food and clothes. A kid here in Richmond is given $15 a day to support himself. They lack 
parental guidance, love, acceptance within their own family. We can do what we can do 
and we will. How much more effective we could be if we could put a team on staff to help 
these kids. It has been instilled into the children to say no to drugs, violence and crime. 
Many of them have grown a dislike to alcohol and drugs as they see the repercussions of it 
and how it hurts families.
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