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INTRODUCTION

The Northcote Accommodation Project (NAP) was a medium-term 
housing service for 'homeless, disadvantaged young people' in the 
16-19 year-old age group. The project was established during 
1981, and this report charts its course until May 1983.

The project was based in a large Edwardian weatherboard house in 
the suburb of Northcote, about six kilometres north-east of 
Melbourne. With two full-time staff and room for 5-6 resident^, 
the project accommodated 23 young people in the 18 months up to 
May 1983.

The idea behind NAP came from the Brotherhood of St Laurence, and 
more particularly its then Associate Director for Social Policy 
and Research. She conceived it as combining at least two objec
tives: providing medium-term accommodation where the emergency 
accommodation services left off, and applying the 'developmental 
approach' to community-based service delivery. The developmental 
approach is discussed in Chapter 15.

The project received most of its initial funds ($72,151) from 
three sources: the Melbourne Diocese of the Anglican Church 
($50,000); the Brotherhood of St Laurence Jubilee Appeal 
($15,877); and Northcote Council ($6,274).

The youth housing field
The community-based youth housing field had begun to develop as 
such in 1978. Two or three services had already been set up to 
provide crisis accommodation to homeless young people, such as 
the Salvation Army's Homeless Youth Project in Fitzroy, and 
Blackburn SHAC, established by the Baptist minister and members 
of his congregation. A combination of four factors led fairly 
rapidly to the creation of this new corner of the welfare field:

1. A significant rise in the rate and duration of youth unem
ployment had been evident since 1974. By 1979, the rate for 15- 
19 year-old males was 15 per cent; among young women it was 20 
per cent. Tha labour market was responding to the general econo
mic recessicn by discriminating against new and unskilled en
trants to the workforce. (By contrast, the unemployment rate for 
married men was only 2.5 per cent.) Since unemployment is syno
nymous with Low income, and since the great majority of homeless 
young people are unemployed, it is plausible to attribute the 
rise in youth homelessness largely to the rise in youth unemploy
ment.

2. At the 
proportion 
of family o 
them to contL 
the financi

level of personal relations, it was evident that a 
unemployed young people were experiencing the sort 

:cjnflict that made it difficult if not impossible for 
nue living stably with their parents until they had 

41 and personal resources to make the transition to

V*
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independent living. At the same time, aspects of the housing 
market that used to provide accommodation for this age group 
(private board, hostels connected with training centres, commer
cial rooming houses) were either disappearing or becoming inaces- 
sible.

3. The youth welfare system, with its statutory and voluntary 
hostels, was beginning to talk seriously about 'de-institutiona
lization'. Institutional accommodation was seen as likely to do 
more harm than good. The search was on for more 'community- 
based' alternatives, including family support services, which, it 
was hoped, would in the long run obviate the need for more dras
tic State interventions into the lives of young people. There 
was a sustained drop in the number of young people being made 
Wards of the State. Youth welfare workers and departmental 
social planners began to consider the wider context - particular
ly the economic context - of the phenomena of youth unemployment, 
crime and homelessness.

4. No funding program existed for community-based youth housing 
services.2 Lack of funds (as ever) became an an organizing 
point for the nascent youth housing field. First the Standing 
Committee on Youth of the Council to Homeless Persons, and then 
the Youth Accommodation Coalition, were formed and began success
fully raising public awareness about the problem. Apparently on 
the initiative of the Director of the Social Welfare Policy 
Secretariat, the Minister for Social Security responded in August 
1979 by announcing the establishment of a Youth Accommodation 
Services Program (YASP or YSS). With matched funds from the 
Department of Community Welfare Services, 21 groups in Victoria 
received funding to set up emergency or short-term accommodation 
services. Among them were eight youth refuges.

The development of longer term options

By 1980, refuge workers were arguing that emergency services were 
only part of the solution. A significant proportion of young 
people in the refuges were actually in need of permanent accommo
dation of one sort or another. Some were quite capable of inde
pendent living in public or private rental accommodation, if only 
they could find it and pay for it. Others needed more personal 
support in order to learn 'independent living skills' or 'survi
val skills'. Throughout 1980 the Youth Accommodation Coalition 
was holding discussions along these lines, which culminated in a 
submission to the Ministry of Housing.

The Brotherhood of St Laurence was represented in the Coalition's 
working group by the former Youth Worker of the Action and Re
source Centre for Low-Income Families (ARC). At the same time, 
the Brotherhood was developing one particular model for a longer- 
term youth accommodation service; this 'Boarding House Proposal' 
became the basis for the Northcote Accommodation Project.
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people pay their share of the rent ($5.00) to the project staff, 
not to the volunteers. The volunteers get free board. The 
limitation on both approaches is that neither is really 'inde
pendent' accommodation, but is more like private board with adult 
supervision and role-modelling.

This brief survey is intended to place NAP in the context of 
other 'post-refuge' accommodation projects. There follows a 
discussion of the distinctive features of NAP.

The elements of NAP
In January 1981 the Brotherhood produced a document entitled The 
Brunswick Street Boarding House: A Proposal for a Developmental 
Program for Homeless Young People. This became the 'project 
design' for the Northcote Accommodation Project without further 
substantial changes. References to NAP's project design are refe
rences to this proposal.

The proposal included quite a detailed discussion of the youth 
homelessness issue and of the connections between the Boarding 
House proposal and an earlier* (1979) proposal for an 'Independent 
Living Unit' made by the workers and young people of the Action 
and Resource Centre.4 The Boarding House proposal stated:

'Apart from emergency accommodation in projects and long-term 
accommodation for State wards, the only other form of accom
modation which is available to young people not living at 
home is to be found in commercial boarding houses. The cost 
of this type of accommodation prohibits its use by young 
people who are not working.

'Apart from their accommodation needs, young, disadvantaged 
people often need to learn the simple survival skills invol
ved in independent living. Attempts are made to teach these 
skills plus work skills in many government funded programs. 
For example, the Life Skills Program run by the Victorian 
Department of Community Welfare Services in the Western Re
gion, the Community Youth Support Scheme, the Educational 
Program for Unemployed Youth, and the new School-to-Work 
Transition Program conducted by the Commonwealth Department 
of Employment and Youth Affairs and State Education Depart
ments .

'However, none of these survival/work skills programs are 
residential and so fail to meet the needs of the disadvan
taged young person who is not a ward, and who needs a home 
whilst he is learning these skills. The experience of the 
Brotherhood's Family Centre Project/ARC program has revealed 
that this group of people need both temporal and physical 
space in order to learn the skills of independent living. 
This concept is not new, being referred to by earlier practi
tioners as the need of young people for a 'moratorium' during
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adolescence to ensure adequate development of their poten
tialities. Short-term accommodation or non-residential 
skills learning programs provide neither the time, nor the 
security, to make up for the deficits experienced by many 
disadvantaged young people during their childhood.

'A program which will meet all the needs of this group of 
young people at the same time is envisaged in this proposal. 
So far, in the voluntary sector, attempts to meet both the 
need for accommodation and survival or independent living 
skills for disadvantaged young people have been piecemeal and 
fragmentary. The people involved.in providing such services 
have been constrained by lack of funding, both from the 
public and private sectors, rather than by energy, skill and 
motivation.'

The proposal had the following objectives:

1. To provide an environment for disadvantaged, homeless 
young people in which they can master the social, practi
cal and relationship skills necessary for independent 
living.

2. To ensure that young disadvantaged people can remain in 
this enabling environment until they choose to test newly 
acquired independent living skills in the community.

3. To test the techniques of skills transference, mutual 
support, self-help and participation in decision making 
as the means of developing independent living skills.

4. To improve the access of disadvantaged unemployed young 
people to the community's permanent accommodation 
resources by developing a network of accommodation 
alternatives, and providing information and funds to 
enable their utilization.

5. To help young people develop and/or strengthen their 
links with the community into a support network which 
will sustain them when they move into permanent 
accommodation.

6. To ensure that the information obtained from the program 
is used to change government policy towards homeless 
young people to improve accommodation and support 
services for them.'^
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Chapter 1: THE SCOPE OF THE PROPOSAL 

Setting the scene
One resident has described her personal experience of the 
Northcote Accommodation Project in a way which illustrates many 
of the themes to be considered in this report.

I heard about NAP through [the Community Youth worker] who 
was a friend of a social worker I'd met. At the time, I was 
living at a friend's place. I wasn't able to stay there and 
had to find accommodation as soon as possible.

At first I didn't like the sound of it. When I heard that 
you had to do your own cooking I thought: 'Oh, no; I can't 
even cook.' I'd never lived on my own before. I'd lived at 
home and then I was doing live-in jobs with families but I'd 
never had to live independently. I suppose it was a big 
step moving into NAP.

So I went down and checked it out. [The Community Youth 
Worker] mentioned the Living Skills Program, the cooking, 
and the House Meetings you had to go to; she said there 
were no real restrictions on your hours and so on. I had 
mixed feelings about it but I didn't really have any alter
natives. Being pregnant I had to settle down somewhere.

When I moved in I met Rick, who was really nice. There were 
only three of us at that stage, and the others made me feel 
really welcome.

I picked my own room, which was good. We all cooked to
gether. It was summer then, so we just had salads and cold 
chicken.

Q. How long were you planning to stay?

I had no idea. They told me the usual stay was 6-12 months. 
I was hoping I'd stay there at least until I'd had the baby. 
[Which she did, staying for 9 months in all.]

At first the household was great, because there were only 
three of us. But then as other people moved in there were 
more hassles. There was a guy called Peter who was a real 
hassle. We shouldn't have people like him living there: he 
scared the lot of us. [Evicted after 3 weeks.]

Katrina and I were really good friends then, but we got 
split up because of Sandra. She made everyone else's rela
tionships unbalanced. Katrina was working at the time; she 
had a good job. But as soon as Sandra arrived she slackened 
off. No one was working after that. Rick was going to 
EPUY; Grant wasn't doing anything; Sandra was unemployed.
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I was glad when I left. It was good to be on my own again. 
Living with a bunch of people does get on your nerves.

[The Youth Housing Worker] wrote some references for me, but 
[the Residential Worker] was the main one I turned to for 
help. He went t6 every interview with me, drove me around, 
came and had a look at the flat, and helped me move in.

Some research questions
It is clear from the proposal that NAP was attempting to do much 
more than simply provide young people with medium-term accommoda
tion. It was also attempting to improve their 'living-skills' 
(including self-management) and to improve their access to fur
ther accommodation so that they could make the transition to 
independent living. With an intended stay of six months, and 
with two full-time staff, were these aims realizable?

The staff came to believe that the project's aims may have been 
too ambitious:

For a kid who has never made his bed before or changed his 
socks, to actually use a washing machine and wash his clothes 
and sheets, and make his bed afterwards, and iron his clothes 
- is a remarkable achievement. This sort of thing was always 
happening at NAP, and it always went unnoticed. There were 
too many objectives in NAP. If the aims had just been to 
provide stable accommodation and improve domestic skills, 
that would have been enough. When I applied for the job I 
told them they'd need the help of the Church if they were 
going to perform some of these miracles! .

To foreshadow the conclusions, it may be stated that very few of 
the young people who passed through the project achieved a real 
measure of independence, if independence is measured by stable 
accommodation. On the contrary, most ex-residents seem to have 
continued a fairly unstable and insecure pattern of accommoda
tion. Most of them also remained more or less unemployed, which 
in itself means that their housing choices would continue to be 
severely constrained by poverty.

However, it is not at all obvious from this that the project was 
a failure, the following points need to be considered:

1. What are the 'normal' experiences of young people*against 
which the experiences of NAP residents could be measured? Unfor
tunately this question is difficult to answer (and is perhaps a 
bad question in any case). It would obviously not be satisfacto
ry to compare NAP's residents with young people of the same age 
who had not experienced similar disruptions in their lives (the 
phenomenon of 'homelessness') and who had remained living at home 
with their parents. A better comparison would be with 16-18 year 
olds who were living independently; but nearly all such young 
people are full-time workers or tertiary students and are there
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fore in a rather different position from the unemployed early 
school leavers who constituted most of NAP's target group.

2. Unlike many youth hostels, NAP accommodated only 5 or -6 
young people. (The original proposal spoke of 6-8 and described 
it as a boarding house.) Was this the right number?

3. The proposal envisaged an average stay of six months. Was 
this too short? What is the significance of the fact that four- 
fifths stayed for less than this?

4. Part of the impact of NAP should have been the acquisition 
of living skills. These were defined in a general way (domestic 
skills like cooking, cleaning and budgetting; a better under
standing of shopping, public transport and entertainment facili
ties; legal education, health and human relations; a knowledge 
of the housing market and how to gain access to it). However, 
there were no bench-marks that could monitor individuals' prog
ress. How did the project respond to the underlying conflict 
between the idea of NAP as a 'developmental' project (participa
tion rather than therapy) and the expectation that staff would 
deliberately 'transfer' living skills? Could the active partici
pation of the young people be relied upon to coincide with the 
staff's intentions?

A retrospective evaluation is difficult. What did a young person 
learn by living in the house that he or she would not have 
learned anyhow? How important is the sheer process of growing 
older? CHe of the tougher criteria for success would be whether 
the young people were subsequently able to live independently. 
Most were not; but this could be due either to their lack of 
living skills or tQ the behaviour of the rental market and the 
income security system.

5. It is difficult to disentangle the project from the environ
ment in which it operated. Although the project's aims were to 
help young people make the transition to independent living, it 
will not do to judge it only according to whether they success
fully made this transition. The total environment was not 
within the project's control - particularly the housing market, 
the job market, the education system and the income support 
system. On the other hand, to the extent that the project's aims 
made the assumption that these factors could be controlled (or at 
least influenced satisfactorily) it is legitimate to evaluate the 
validity of these assumptions and aims. (In fact, it will be 
concluded that NAP did under-estimate the constraints it was 
faced with, and this contributed to a rather undeserved con
sciousness of failure.)

6. Intrinsic to NAP's 'developmental approach' was the idea of 
local community control. What problems were there in achieving 
this, and what are the implications for an organization such as 
the Brotherhood?
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7. Although the project's resources seem adequate, were they 
sufficient to enable the project to control its environment in 
the way that the design envisaged? Or did these 'external con
straints' (such as the phenomenon of unemployment and the struc
ture of the housing market) frustrate its developmental aims?



The origins of the Northcote Accommodation Project had an impor
tant bearing on its subsequent history. Early in 1980 the mana
ger of the Ross Trust decided it would be appropriate to commit 
some funds to a youth accommodation project. As a possible model, 
he had in mind a project then being established in Perth by the 
Anglican Health and Wei fare Services.7

The trust's manager approached the Consultant on Welfare and 
Community of the Anglican Diocese of Melbourne who suggested that 
the Brotherhood of St Laurence might be interested in such a 
project. The trust's preference was for a project that was 
innovative, community based, and that had demonstration value. 
In February 1980 the trust's manager approached the BSL's Execu
tive Director, who confirmed that the proposal fitted in with the 
Brotherhood's current interests.

The Brotherhood had already considered a proposal on youth accom
modation from the Action and Resource Centre (ARC). This propo
sal - to run an Independent Living Centre mainly for the teen
agers in ARC - had been rejected by the BSL Board in 1970 on the 
grounds that the ARC workers were not sufficiently experienced to 
manage a youth housing project. When the possibility of trust 
money arose, the ARC proposal was still not accepted, partly 
because the trust's intention was to fund a new project and not 
one associated with the activities of an existing agency. Using 
the trust funds for an extension to ARC would not have fitted 
these criteria.

(The point about the ARC proposal is that it was clearly target- 
ted on the young people connected with ARC. In retrospect, this 
may have had advantages. The Northcote Accommodation Project was 
intended to cater to young people from the local area, and was 
intended to create its own network of ex-residents. But it 
lacked the infrastructure which ARC already had, and this made 
its task harder.)

Nevertheless, the Brotherhood had identified the housing needs of 
young people as one of its priorities. This had emerged from the 
Needs Action Review undertaken by Glen Alderson during 1979 and 
published as Pride and Poverty: an examination of unfilled needs 
in November 1980. Under the heading of 'Youth', it said:

It is recommended that the Brotherhood develop a program to 
assist young, low-income people to develop their independent 
living and coping skills and their general support systems. 
Possibilities that should be further looked.at include job 
co-operatives, skill sharing, skill training, and back-up 
support for independent communal living.

The review had actually been completed in June 1980. In late 
June, the Ross Trust made an allocation of $50,000 to be adminis
tered through the Brotherhood in conjunction with the Diocese of 
Melbourne.

Chapter 2: ORIGINS AND IMPLEMENTATION
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The BSL Board approved the joint venture in September, and 
assigned responsibility for its development to the Associate 
Director of Social Policy and Research.

The final draft of the 'Boarding House Proposal' appeared in 
December. There had been little input from the Diocesan Consul
tant, whose own preference was for a project along the lines of 
the Adolescent Unit of the Anglican Health and Welfare Services 
in Perth. He regretted that the formulation of the proposal had 
not allowed a genuine collaboration between the professionals and 
non-professionals.

Steps towards implementation

A striking feature of the project design (the 'Boarding House' 
proposal) is the attention given to the process of implementa
tion. After explaining the background to the proposal, and the 
idea of the 'Developmental Approach', a series of steps are 
listed which proceed to the selection of staff and the opening of 
the house.

In general, these steps towards implementation were carried out 
as envisaged. However, it is possible to identify the points at 
which actual events diverged from what had been foreseen. A 
discussion of these points will reveal problems which can be 
interpreted either as shortcomings in the Project Design or as 
problems caused by external constraints which could not have been 
reasonably foreseen. To quote the design:

'Step 1. The first draft of the proposal was circulated and 
commented upon by relevant people within BSL and ARC. It was 
then re-drafted. The proposal proceeded through the normal 
channels for approval within the Brotherhood where the Execu
tive decided that the most appropriate areas to test the 
proposal were Thornbury, Northcote, Fairfield, Kensington, 
Port Melbourne and Brunswick.'

Records show that the proposal was circulated during January- 
February 1981 to forty individuals and groups with an interest 
in the youth accommodation field. Seven written responses were 
received, and the BSL's Associate Director summarized and commen
ted on these before calling a meeting of all those circulated on 
3 March 1981. The summary paper noted that:

All the respondents agreed that a community-based service 
was the best type of service, but there was disagreement 
about the degree of planning which should take place before 
a community committee takes over the service . . . The 
implementation steps are merely suggestions to a local com
mittee which will be formed as soon as the location is 
decided . . . Workers will appreciate the 'grey area' 
between imposing and consultation . . .

11



The written responses did not convince the project designer that 
any major changes needed to be made, and the summary paper was 
largely devoted to clearing up some ambiguities in the proposal. 
It was emphasized that, if only two workers were employed, one of 
them (the housing officer) should preferably not be working in 
the house. Also, on the question of length-of-stay:

Respondents presented very different, and often contradic
tory, views . . . the proposal suggests that the average 
length of stay will be six months, but a contractual arran
gement will be made with each young person . . . This 
could mean some young people may stay three weeks and others 
twelve months or longer . . . Such decisions will rest with 
the young people themselves and the local steering commit
tee.

It will be seen that neither of these expectations were satisfac
torily realized. The Youth Housing worker was not sufficiently 
distanced from the household, and the residents' length of stay 
was rarely negotiated freely between the individual and the 
management committee.

The meeting on 3 March was less than successful, according to 
some participants, in terms of a productive consultation. Some 
strong views were expressed about the politics behind the 
proposal and about the relative merits of the proposed auspice 
organizations.

'Step 2. ... On the basis of these comments and discus
sions, one area will be chosen for the site of the boarding 
house. The proposal will then be submitted for final appro
val to the Brotherhood Board and the relevant committee 
within the [Anglican] Diocese of Melbourne.'

The location (Northcote/Thornbury) had been chosen by 24 March 
1981, when a letter co-signed by the Anglican Archbishop and the 
BSL Associate Director was circulated to those who had been 
consulted. The letter stated:

Since the meeting on 3 March, . . . there have been several 
new submissions, and several meetings of Brotherhood and 
other Anglican groups. The locations which were finally 
considered were Sunshine, Brunswick, St Hilda and 
Northcote/Thornbury.

There were many factors which contributed to the final 
decision apart from the obvious need for such a service in 
all the areas considered. One . . . was the state of deve
lopment of the network of youth services in each area, 
because it was thought that the Boarding House staff and 
residents could make a useful contribution to a network 
which was just starting to emerge.

Northcote is in the North-East region of Melbourne. The region 
had earlier (1979) received funding under YASP for a Regional
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Youth Accommodation Officer, who regarded his priority as being 
the development of a regional network of locally-based youth 
housing groups. An important outcome was the formation of a co
ordinating committee called Youth Accommodation Services, North- 
East Region (known as YASNER). The regional worker joined the 
management committee of the Northcote Accommodation Project, and 
NAP's Chairman later became a member of YASNER.

Both the North East Regional Youth Housing Worker and Northcote 
Council's Manager of Community Services agreed later that they 
had been hoping that the project would achieve this goal of 
network development. The Regional Worker stated:

My attitude was that this was another housing option for the 
region; it didn't matter whether it was the ideal model or 
not. An emergency housing option was already being 
developed in Northcote, so the medium-term project would fit 
in well. We believed that, whatever problems there were in 
the design, we could work them out later.

The 24 March letter went on:

Another factor [re location] was the distribution of Angli
can services and facilities in each area.

Finally, the letter referred to departmental advice:

Throughout the process of consultation, efforts have been 
made to use the advice of experts in the field wherever 
possible, and it was the advice of a particularly relevant 
expert which clinched the decision. In a letter supporting 
the proposal, the Co-ordinator of the Youth Accommodation 
Services Program, Department of Community Welfare Services, 
wrote:

'On the basis of information gathered through the opera
tion of the YASP Program over the past twelve months, I 
would suggest that the most clearly defined need areas 
. . . would be Northcote, Kensington, and Prahran/St 
Kilda. Of these, I would suggest that Northcote is 
perhaps the most appropriate area given the level of need 
established and the absence of services in the North East 
Region.'

These first two steps towards implementation did not, of course, 
please everybody. Some organizational rivalries were apparent, 
and some secular groups were critical of the Anglican church's 
involvement. Youth housing groups in the western suburbs were 
rather disappointed that the substantial ground-work they had 
done in writing a submission proved unsuccessful.

The Brotherhood's process of consultation can be instructively 
compared with the process used by the Department of Community 
Welfare Services in deciding who was going to receive funding 
under YASP. In that case, program guidelines were drawn up
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without much prior consultation with the field, but the 
guidelines were much more skeletal than the Boarding House 
proposal. In the ensuing competition for funds, intending 
management committees had to do a great deal of developmental 
work themselves.

In the case of new services (as distinct from extensions to 
existing services) it was necessary to form some sort of a 
steering committee, find a suitable auspice, gain representation 
from relevant groups, assemble evidence of a youth housing need, 
draft and re-draft a proposal, perhaps circulate it for comment 
to other organizations, work through various questions as to 
management, staffing and service delivery, and so on. Usually 
this process took several months before a formal submission for 
funding was lodged. After that there was often a further round 
of negotiations with the YASP Co-ordinator in the Department of 
Community Welfare Services, particularly in the case of submis
sions for full-scale refuges which were rejected on the basis of 
insufficient government funds: in a few cases these were ultima
tely re-submitted in a much reduced form.

Hie benefits of such a funding process are fairly obvious: when 
the service is eventually funded, it will be managed by a core 
group of people who are likely to have thought through many of 
the initial design problems, and - just as importantly - this 
negotiating experience will enable the group to solve problems 
that arise in the future.

However, the implementation of NAP was somewhat different. The 
proposal was developed within the BSL, and on the basis of the 
BSL's experience with the Family Centre and ARC. The BSL had not 
previously run a youth accommodation project, but it was extrapo
lating from the experience of these other 'developmental' pro
jects. However, this experience could not be directly available 
to the people who ultimately became the NAP Management Commit
tee, with the exception of the BSL Associate Director. The 
decision to locate the project in Northcote/Thornbury did not 
result from any strong local initiative. The parish priest of St 
James, Thornbury, who became the project's chairman, observed 
that the Diocese had agreed to this decision without conducting 
its own consultation with local churches. There was thus a real 
problem of 'ownership' of the project design, which was compoun
ded by the pressure to implement the project which (rightly or 
wrongly) the committee felt it was under.

'Step 3. A steering committee will be formed, composed of 
people with relevant experience, from the local community 
suggested by the groups already circulated, plus represen
tatives of the Brotherhood, the Church of England and 
ARC. The main criteria for selection of committee members 
should be their ability to act as resource people to the 
house . . .'

The initiative for the formation of the steering committee came 
from the BSL Associate Director, who set up a meeting with
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Northcote Council's Manager of Community Services, the ARC wor
ker, the FACS worker, the recreation officer, a Northcote coun
cillor and the Regional Youth Accommodation Officer. The latter 
recalled:

The first thing we had to do was to approach the Ministry of 
Housing, thinking we would have to lobby the Ministry's 
Director. He listened to what we had to say, and said: 
'Yes, yes. We've heard all about this proposal already. 
When are you going to tell us what sort of house you want 
and where you want it?' That amazed us a bit, because we 
didn't realize the BSL had already lined things up.

In fact, the Director of Housing had written to the BSL Associate 
Director as early as 3 February, simply stating:

We like the idea; when do we start with something concrete?

Attached was a two-page memo from the Ministry's Research and 
Planning Officer, which strongly supported the proposal:

While the most urgent need of homeless young people is for 
immediate shelter, their overwhelming need is for 
more permanent accommodation. Also, due to their age and 
troubled backgrounds, many homeless young people lack the 
skills required for independent living . . . For these 
reasons, the Brotherhood's proposal would provide a much- 
needed service.

The memo also foreshadowed a possibility which, unfortunately, 
NAP failed to capitalize on:

The follow-up provided to users upon leaving the house is 
also important. In this area the MOH should be able to 
assist through its Singles and Sharing Program. I do not 
know how organized this Program is at this stage, but I see 
no reason why one or two flats, if the demand for flats is 
pressing, should not be 'reserved' specifically for users of 
this Program, especially as these youths have been 
particularly disadvantaged.

(The Ministry's Research Officer was able to give advice on this 
issue with some authority, having undertaken the major part of 
the research for the influential VCCSD Youth Accommodation Report 
in 1978.)S
The point, then, is that by the time the NAP Steering Committee 
was formed, a detailed project design existed, funding for two 
staff was available, and the Ministry of Housing had agreed to 
provide a house in the chosen location. Virtually all that 
remained was for the committee to formalize itself and carry out 
the practical (rather than conceptual) steps suggested in the 
proposal. As the Regional Youth Housing worker stated:
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Everybody had their own aims for the project, but nobody 
knew who was going to own it. The 'community-base' would 
ultimately own it, but the community base was made up of 
factions. The proposal should really have been re-written 
in the light of all this. But it never was.

Part of the reason was the haste: we needed to get a house 
running. [The BSL's Associate Director] was putting the 
pressure on us to implement the model; she also wanted to 
hand over the money as fast as possible because the BSL was 
very sensitive about running the project.

The BSL's sensitivity was partly due to some scepticism which had 
greeted the original proposal. As the Associate Director later 
recalled:

At the very first meeting of the youth-work people to decide 
on the location [that is, the 3 March meeting] the view was 
expressed that the Church and the Brotherhood would never 
hand over money to anybody. I think what really annoyed 
those people was that they did - without strings attached.

The Brotherhood was thus caught in a dilemma in its attempt to 
devolve control over the project and its resources. If it moved 
too slowly it was open to the criticism mentioned above; but if 
it moved too quickly, the danger was that the local committee's 
formal assumption of control over the project would mask its 
actual state of unreadiness and even internal division.

In the event, only four months elapsed between the formation of 
the steering committee and the payment (on 2 July) of $65,851 
into NAP's bank account, and there was never any question of this 
not being done. On the contrary, the theoretical reasons for 
this devolution were made clear in the initial proposal:

From the Brotherhood's own experience in the SPAN and the 
NEDP projects, community involvement is the main factor which 
is producing successful outcomes . . . From the Brother
hood's point of view, it would be an interesting departure 
from previous practice to attempt to involve the local commu
nity at the outset, rather than 'hand over' the service to 
the community after it is established.

The same point was made more succinctly in a footnote:

Graeme Gregory^ makes the following observation: 'None 
[traditional welfare agencies] to my knowledge have said to 
a community: "We have the resources, you have the need. 
Here is the money: you determine its use, you fully manage 
the service or facility or organization that meets your 
need." '

This is exactly what the BSL thought it was doing in its consul
tation over the Boarding House proposal. But it appears that the 
process was undermined by the separation of the designers from
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the implementers. The consultation failed to bridge this gap. It 
could have done so only if the project design had been 're
invented' by the group who eventually became the local managers. 
They would then have regarded it as 'their' project - based on 
their own experience of identifying a social need and negotiating 
an acceptable model for meeting it - rather than feeling that 
their task was to implement a project designed and funded by an 
expert group at the BSL.

The project's Inaugural Meeting was held on 8 April 1981 at the 
Northcote Town Hall. It was attended by fifteen people, inclu
ding representatives from Northcote Council, FACS, Northcote 
CYSS, three local churches, the BSL, YASNER, ARC, SPAN, and the 
House of the Gentle Bunyip.^
The meeting moved straight into the business of formalizing 
itself. The minutes stated:

There was general discussion of the importance of maintain
ing a flexible interim management structure to allow for 
maximum community participation . . .  It was therefore 
agreed that an Interim Management Committee be set up, for 
a period of three months, to undertake those tasks needed to 
get the project underway.

These urgent tasks related to:

1. Negotiations with the Ministry of Housing . . .;
2. Selection and appointment of Projects Community Worker;
3. . . .  financial administration . . . ;
4. Formalization of linkages with the Anglican Archdiocese.

In short, the urgent business was to implement the model, as 
given. To this end, two working parties (on Accommodation and 
Staff Selection) were set up as well as the Interim Management 
Committee.

Over the next seven months, events moved steadily towards opening 
the house. The highlights were as follows:

14 April. The Accommodation Group decided to ask the Ministry 
of Housing to purchase an 8-bedroom house in Thornbury and sell 
it to the NAP Management Committee over a long period. (How
ever, in line with normal practice, the Ministry merely leased 
the house to NAP.)

19, May. The third meeting of the Interim Committee was large
- 22 people. The Chairman tabled a list of the Diocese's objec
tives for its participation and these were incorporated into the 
project. They read in part:

'3. . . .  An exploration into the capacity of parishes to
participate in locally-based developmental welfare programs.



'6. To extend the Church's natural interest boundaries into 
such wider community affairs.'

Although the minutes made no mention of it, this suggestion 
revealed some significant differences of opinion, as the Regional 
Youth Housing Officer recalled:

[The Interim Chairperson] tabled a letter from the Arch
bishop and stated that, since the Diocese was to be invol
ved, the Diocese should spell out its objectives. There was 
a slight uproar when he then produced these extra aims for 
the project. Some people regarded it as meddling with the 
proposal. I myself couldn't see this; it seemed to me good 
that he was raising these issues openly since we would all 
have to deal with them for the next two years.

5 June. Appointment of the Community Worker.

13 June. The Interim Chairman wrote to the Archibishop re
questing the nomination of a Diocesan representative, and outli
ning his own ideas as to church involvement. (The parish priest 
at St James, East Thornbury, had been elected Interim Chairman as 
a community representative, rather than a Diocesan representa
tive.)

17 June. At the Committee meeeting, the Treasurer (a local 
solicitor) was welcomed; he proposed that the project's funds be 
paid into an investment account. (However, this was not done 
for another eight months, apparently because of delays in formal
ly adopting a constitution. Whatever the reason, there was 
adverse comment about the loss to NAP of this potential income 
from the interest on the grant.)

2 July. At the General Committee, the project was formally 
named the Northcote Accommodation Project. Northcote Council 
announced a contribution of $6,247 and promised another $5,000. 
(The first sum was a re-allocation of FACS money which had been 
used by Council to employ a Youth Housing Officer.) A BSL 
Research Officer discussed the evaluation of NAP, and the commit
tee accepted the BSL's role.

3-10 July. Purchase of No. 408 St Georges Road, Thornbury. The 
Accommodation working group had previously decided it wanted 
either a large, 8-bedroom house with a large back garden, or two 
adjacent dwellings. These specifications had been sent to local 
estate agents, but without success.

3 July (Friday). The final negotiations began when the Chairman 
saw an advertisement in the 'Northcote Leader' while at the 
local fish and chip shop.

7 July (Tuesday). The Community Youth Worker arranged an 
inspection, and a quick decision was made to modify the NAP 
proposal since the house could accommodate only six persons plus 
the staff. (Auction was set for the following Saturday.)
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8 July (Wednesday). A more serious problem was that the NAP 
group had neither the money nor the authority to purchase. On 
Wednesday, the BSL Executive agreed to authorize the NAP Chairman 
to purchase as its agent provided that the BSL could get the 
personal assurance of the Ministry's Chief General Manager that 
funding would be approved.

9 July (Thursday). The Ministry inspected and valued the pro
perty at $48,000. However, the Chief General Manager would not 
give the assurance sought, because the MOH had not decided whe
ther this house would be counted as one of the 25 houses to be 
bought under the new Youth Housing Program. The Ministry also 
demanded that Northcote Council undertake not to classify the 
premises as a boarding house. The Council representative on the 
NAP Committee managed to get this written undertaking from the 
mayor. (It was ratified at the next Council meeting.)

10 July (Friday). At 9 a.m. the BSL representative rang the 
MOH Chief General Manager who agreed to buy the house at auction. 
At 2.30 p.m. he agreed to authorize the NAP Chairman to make an 
offer before auction. The Chairman offered $45,000 and the 
vendor accepted.

15 July. At the Executive meeting, the Chairman reported on the 
house purchase. The Community Worker tabled a memo, she had sent 
to YASNER, the regional youth accommodation group. It discussed 
long-term accommodation options, rejecting the private rental 
market as a practical option, and suggesting that NAP submit 
under the Youth Housing Program for four 2-bedroom flats, plus a 
4-bedroom house. The NAP Executive endorsed the report.

12 August. The Community Worker and three committee members 
held a meeting to discuss the criteria for selecting NAP resi
dents: 'Those with the need for both accommodation and living 
skills. Those who want to be involved in a group house.'

18 August. Furniture acquisition meeting. Donations were 
sought from local churches, schools, business and service clubs. 
(There was quite a good response from such groups, in the form of 
both furniture and small donations.)

3 September. The first Annual General Meeting was attended by 
18 people. When the legal identity of NAP was discussed:

The BSL representative referred back to the original propo
sal in which it was envisaged that the 'committee' would be 
a loose group with skills relevant to the residents and at 
their disposal, rather than a controlling, management group.

However, when it came to elect the committee, a motion 'That 3 
of the General Committee members be residents of the house' was 
withdrawn after a debate:

Support was expressed for the intent of the amendment - that 
*is, ensuring resident participation in decision making. It
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was, however, pointed out that overly formal committee 
structures could be intimidating to the residents, and their 
temporary stay could create continuity problems.

12 October. The Residential Worker commenced his employment.

27 October. Executive meeting. The last meeting attended by the 
BSL Associate Director, who handed over her position to the BSL 
Director of Community Services.

9 Novenber. The first three residents moved into the house.

14 December. Resignation of the Community Worker. (See Chap. 10)

Reviewing the first nine months

It is clear that a good deal was achieved in the months following 
the Brotherhood's devolution of the project to the local commit
tee. The public meeting on 8 April, 1981 was attended by a range 
of people representing the interest groups foreseen in the ini
tial proposal: local government, the churches, the regional
youth accommodation forum (YASNER) and the BSL. About six people 
from these interest groups became the project's core group of 
activists and maintained a serious involvement throughout the 
project's life. They rapidly formed an Interim Management Commit
tee and two working groups, negotiated the acquisition of a 
suitable house, refined the staff job descriptions and appointed 
two workers, drew up a constitution and organized the project's 
finances.

Without detracting from any of these achievements, it was however 
apparent that some underlying problems were emerging. There were 
tensions between the interest groups which constituted the mana
gement committee, and the pace of events seems to have worked 
against a satisfactory resolution. It was suggested above that 
the way in which the BSL established the project contributed to 
this. The Brotherhood's original proposal appeared to be (and 
was) so thoroughly worked out that the local committee's task was 
merely to implement it.

It can be seen in hindsight at least that the project'^ ability 
to use the developmental approach depended on two factors:

1. It would require a sufficiently stable environment to 
allow a real process of 'empowering' the young people.

2. The management committee would require both the time 
and opportunity for 'on the job training' in the deve
lopmental approach.

It will be seen in Chapters 4 and 5 that the project had a fairly 
high rate of turn-over, which weakened the first condition des
cribed above. The household was not stable for long enough to 
enable its members to experience the degree of participation
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which the proposal had envisaged. And, for a number of reasons, 
the committee did not evolve into a form distinctively different 
from the more traditional types of committee managing a welfare 
project.

The second phase: November 1981 to May 1983

The first group of young people moved into the house in November 
1981. Due to the resignation of the Community Worker in 
December, the Residential Worker was largely on his own until 
March 1982. The Staff Support Group was then set up. By then, 
the house had had a change-over in residents (seven people had 
left by the beginning of April) and this pattern continued 
throughout the duration of the project. The causes and effects 
of this high rate of turn-over are considered further below.

In May 1982 a Youth Housing Worker was appointed to replace the 
Community Worker, the committee's priority being the establish
ment of a skills development program. The problems that arose 
are described in Chapters 9-11. Meanwhile, the committee con
tinued to operate along much the same lines as were set from the 
inaugural meeting. That is, it operated as the formal manager of 
a service-delivery project, but it did not succeed in transfor
ming NAP into the developmental project envisaged in the original 
proposal. To do so would have required either a complete review 
of what was happening in the house, or a change of emphasis from 
the household to the situation of the young people once they had 
left the house.

A review of the household's internal dynamics would have shown 
that there were great difficulties in translating the goal of 
self-management into reality, if only because of the high rate of 
turn-over. If it was not practical to do much about this, then 
it would have been logical to change the project's emphasis from 
the internal situation to the external one - the residents' 
accommodation after they had left the house. However, neither 
such course was carried out before the end of the demonstration 
phase in May 1983.
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Chapter 3: SELECTION OF RESIDENTS

The Project Design stated that the Boarding House's target group 
would be 'disadvantaged, homeless young people'. It went on:

Part of independent living is to be able to live with both 
sexes, and this should be one of the skills learnt in the 
program; therefore the target group should include a mix
ture of sexes. Similarly, a mixture of age groupings is 
important.

The only other social characteristics the participants 
should possess are that they are unemployed, and disadvan
taged to the extent that they are likely to benefit from the 
skills transference program.

In practice, the twenty-three NAP residents did match these 
criteria.

Sex: There were 14 males and 8 females. But since the females 
tended to stay longer than the males, the household often gave 
the appearance of being more female than male dominated.

Age: Most were 16-17 years. Two were 15, and eight were 18-19. 
The age profile of NAP residents was the same as the State-wide 
monitoring data of the Youth Accommodation Services Program 
(YASP) without the lower end (15 and younger) of the range. This 
reflects the project's reasonable assumption that it was not a 
suitable option for the younger age groups.

Legal status: Three residents were Wards of the State; 6 were 
on probation or under a Supervision Order, or recently had been. 
These proportions are about the same as the YASP average.

Education: Only two residents were actually attending school 
(Form 5 technical school) while at NAP. Except for one young man 
who had completed Form 5, the rest were classic 'early school 
leavers'. Three had completed Form 4; ten had completed Form 3; 
and 3 had attended a Special School.

After having left school, 4 residents had done an EPUY course, 
and 3 some other sort of low-level training such as a Pre- 
Vocational Course. ^

One's impression is that no great emphasis was placed on getting 
NAP residents back into the education system. However, the staff 
tried to ensure that one young man kept up his attendance at an 
EPUY course, and they gave considerable help to another young man 
who was determined to return to school to do Form 5. (For exam
ple, they got him a special grant from a Trust and intervened 
with his school teachers when he ran into difficulties.)

Rnployment/Unemployment: The great majority of residents were 
unemployed (at least 16). Only 2 seem to have had reasonably 
steady jobs. Two or three others had short-lived or casual jobs.
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Again, the project does not seem to have made great efforts to 
find regular work for participants except in a few cases, and 
these were unsuccessful. Finding work for participants was not 
part of either staff's job description.

Source of income: Since most residents were unemployed, their 
source of income was Unemployment Benefits. Ten received the 
under-18 rate of $36 a week; 6 received the adult rate of $58 
(later $64) a week. One young woman received a Ward's Allowance 
of $52 and was attending school; another became entitled to 
Supporting Parent's Benefit.

Thus, all were living considerably below the Poverty Line, which 
was then around $95 a week for a single person of any age in the 
workforce. However, their housing costs were lower ($7 for 
under-18s) than those allowed for in the Poverty Line 
calculations.

Family domicile and source of referral to NAP

The project design said: 'Referrals for accommodation will be 
accepted from local community contacts.' However, only about two 
of the young people came from families living in the immediate 
neighbourhood of Northcote/Thornbury. If the catchment area is 
enlarged to include the adjacent suburbs of Fitzroy, Reservoir, 
Preston, Heidelberg and Clifton Hill, the number rises to nine. 
Two other young people had been living in youth welfare institu
tions in the region. Thus a total of eleven (or half) the NAP 
residents had previously been living in the North East Region or 
in Fitzroy/Clifton Hill just south of the region.

The largest number of referrals came from youth refuges (9). 
These were located in Rosanna, Clifton Hill, Carlton and Brun
swick. The spread of referrals reflects the extent to which the 
project has advertized its existence.
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Table 1: Where They Came From

Resident
No. Family Domicile Referred to NAP by:

1 Fitzroy NAP staff
2 South Australia Stopover, Carlton
3 Richmond NAP staff
4 South Australia NAP staff
5 (Brother in Newport)
6 Reservoir Self/Northcote CYSS
7 Stopover, Carlton
8 Northcote NAP staff
9 Kew/Box Hill Hope Street, Brunswick
10 Reservoir Self
11 Richmond/Mar ibrynong Stopover, Carlton
12 Pascoe Vale Social worker
13 Preston Probation officer
14 Thornbury Social worker
15 STAY, Rosanna
16 Eltham Parent
17 (Children's Homes 

in NE Region)
Northcote teacher

18 Dromana Fintry Bank, Clifton Hill
19 (Children's Homes) Four Flats, Collingwood
20 Clifton Hill Fintry Bank, Clifton Hill
21 Heidelberg STAY, Rosanna
22 (Various Children's 

Homes)
Hostel in Reservoir

23 Broadmeadows Hope Street, Brunswick

These figures can be aggregated as follows:

Table 2: Family Domicile of NAP Residents

Family Domicile No. of Residents

In NE Region 7
Fitzroy & Clifton 2
Hill

Other Melbourne 6
Not in Melbourne 3
Not living with 3

family
Unknown 2

Total 23
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Table 3: Referral Source of MAP Residents

Referral Source No. of Residents

Refuge 9
Hostel 2
NAP staff 4
Other worker 4
Self 2
Parent 1
Unknown 1

Total 23

The selection process

Hie project design said:

The first group of young people to occupy the house will be 
chosen by the two staff members in consultation with the 
steering committee. Subsequent applicants will be chosen by 
the existing occupants and the staff. It is assumed that, 
by this time, the first group of occupants will have learnt 
the appropriate skills for selection.

This was clearly a 'developmental' aim. Unfortunately, it was 
not made the subject of a consistent strategy. Residents were 
selected by the staff, with advice from the Staff Support Group. 
At times the existing residents were consulted, too, but this was 
not developed into a regular practice, and it never seemed to be 
satisfactory. The staff seem to have made only sporadic attempts 
to coach the young people in the techniques of interviewing a new 
person. An opportunity was thus lost for teaching an important 
skill and for pushing the project further in the direction of 
self-management. Of course, one must not under-estimate the 
difficulties here: as the project operated, the staff rather
than the residents were regarded by the committee as responsible 
for tenant selection (as they were for household stability). It 
was thought, not unreasonably, that a certain amount of pro
fessional expertise was required to strike the fine balance 
between admitting someone who lacked 'independent living skills' 
and could benefit from the project, and someone who simply lacked 
the maturity to cope with NAP's environment. It was an environ
ment that demanded a capacity for self-direction which might 
overwhelm a person coming from an over-protected home or from an 
authoritarian institution.

On the other hand, since the staff controlled admissions, the 
project was maintaining a rather different environment from the
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'real world' in which tenants forming a shared household must 
rely on their own judgement about suitable applicants.

The project should perhaps have been more prepared to experiment 
consistently with greater control by the young people. The 
danger would have been in creating instability; on the other 
hand, as the next chapter shows, selection by the staff was no 
guarantee of stability either.
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Chapter 4: THE RATE OF TURNOVER

The house had five bedrooms, one of which was large enough to 
accommodate two people. Both the Project and the Ministry expec
ted that six people would normally occupy the house, with the 
detached bungalow reserved for staff sleep-overs.

The staff believed reasonably that they had a responsibility to 
maintain a full house. Given the rate of referrals, they had 
little trouble doing so. But as a consequence of this policy, it 
is apparent that the composition of the household was constantly 
changing. In fact, the longest period of stability was five 
weeks in September/October 1982. See Table 4.

In all, 23 young people were accommodated between November 1981 
and May 1983.

In November 1981, the first three people (Grant, Katrina and 
Rick) moved in together; three weeks later another three ar
rived. A fortnight later Grant left. The household now com
prised Katrina, Rick, Kate, Peter and Sandra. It remained 
unchanged for three weeks. A sixth person (John) arrived on 13 
January, but left after only three weeks, preceded by Rick.

Dan and Dale replaced John on 2 February, 1982. The house then 
had four 'old' residents (Katrina, Kate, Sandra and Peter) who 
had lived there for upwards of two months, but Peter left three 
weeks later.

During February and March, the five residents enjoyed an eight- 
week spell without changes, except for the departure of Peter. 
Then, around the first of April, three people moved out (Katrina, 
Sandra and Dan), Ross 'officially' moved in, and Rick returned. 
The longest-term resident was now Kate, who had been there four 
months. Dale and Ross left near the end of June, followed two 
weeks later by Rick (for the last time) and Kate (who had then 
chalked up nine months).

During September/October there was another five-week period of 
stability with five residents including Kate who had returned for 
seven weeks (with her baby). But in the last two weeks of Octo
ber, four people moved out (Troy, Kate, Helen and Lisa) and two 
new people arrived (Tom and Paul). Lisa had lasted six months, 
and Helen five.

Tracy, with three months behind her, was now the longest-term 
resident, and would stay another six months, together with Tom 
and Paul. However, during this five-month period (November 1982 
to March 1983) these three residents saw the arrival and depar
ture of Lou and Jenny (who stayed only two months) and Andrea and 
Brett (less than a month each).

The project was now approaching the end of its pilot phase. 
Uncertainty about its future contributed to a great deal of 
insecurity. In early April, Brett and Paul were evicted, Andrea
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left for Queensland, and Tracy moved into a flat in Richmond. 
Only Ton remained.

Implications
There is little doubt that the effect of this rate of turn-over 
was unstabilizing. The project design hoped that the effect of 
having a mixture of old and new residents would be beneficial: 
those who had lived there longer would pass on their skills to 
the new arrivals. To some extent this was certainly true, but 
militating against it was the unsettling effect of continual 
arrivals and departures.

For a household to work as a co-operative entity requires time. 
People need to get to know each other fairly well before they can 
accept each other's idiosyncracies and work out a domestic 
routine based on necessary compromises. Until that happens it 
is likely that a household of young people, lacking any other 
experience, will turn to the adult staff to resolve disputes. 
The Residential Worker noted:

They could never get to the point of telling another kid: 
'We don't like living with you because you don't change your 
socks or clean your room.' Instead, they'd ask us staff to 
come out the back. 'Look, I don't want to say it to this 
person, but I really can't handle them. I want you to do 
something about it.'

Our tactic was to bring it up at the house meeting and try 
to get the kids to talk about it. 'We've noticed you 
haven't been doing your share, and we want to ask the other 
people how they feel about it.' Mostly, this would sort out 
the problem. But at other times the kids would say: 'No, 
he's a good person. Wonderful, charming. We don't mind him 
bludging on us.' And then, five minutes later: 'Why didn't 
you kick him out? I can't handle him.' - 'Well, you said he 
was a wonderful, charming person.'

But that was when we quickly asked the person to leave. On 
the basis that they were harrassing or intimidating the 
others.

The concept of a longer-term resident passing on skills to a 
newer arrival also overlooks the question of power within the 
house. Tracy had been in the house for three months when Jenny 
arrived, and was probably the dominant person. Jenny arrived 
with an advance reputation for toughness (which she says was 
undeserved) and, in alliance with Lou, began proposing that the 
residents should be more in control:

The impression I was given was that the residents had the 
power to run NAP with the staff just overseeing it. We had 
a few fights about this during the house meetings. One
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night, when the staff weren't there, we had a big discussion 
about it.

The upshot was that the staff said they'd give us the oppor
tunity to run the meetings on our own. But next Monday 
there were only two of us at home, so we decided not to hold 
the meeting. The staff returned the following week, saying 
we had failed our chance.

From the staff's point of view, Jenny was 'very unco-operative'. 
And when she got into a fight with Tracy, they began to engineer 
her departure (at least, in her opinion).

From their point of view, the staff were acting under the 
necessity of maintaihing stability in the house; Jenny (and Lou) 
were seen as disruptive and, at least in the short term, as being 
unable to establish an effective alternative such as a greater 
degree of tenant self-management. The Youth Housing Warker said:

If you mean 'leader' in the sense of a spokesperson for the 
house, then I don't think that's what happened. You didn't 
find that you had a group of people who had a natural 
spokesperson whom they followed. Instead, you tended to 
have a dominant personality in the house who attempted to be 
the leader and mobilize support, but it generally didn't go 
off smoothly.

Possibly we could have developed it more positively; but 
you had people who struggled for control, which often 
resulted in conflict in the house. Jenny and Lou ended up 
in real conflict with the other three, after the staff had 
stepped in and tried to let them sort it out themselves.

So, in order to restore some stability to the household, the 
staff were sometimes prepared to evict someone. Paradoxically, 
of course, the result was to de-stabilize the house at another 
level: the constant turn-over of residents. As we have seen, 
the longest stretch during which no one came or went was only 
about six weeks during September/October 1982, and again in 
December/January 1982/83.

This effect is partly a function of the size of the household. 
The more residents there are, the more arrivals and departures 
there will be, other things being equal. And as the Chairman 
pointed out more than once:

Basically, it was a practical problem of the dynamics of 
human relationships. In a household of three people there 
are only three possible relationships: in a household of 
six there are fifteen, and twenty-four in a household of 
eight. It is beyond the emotional capacity and 
relationship-skills of the client group to cope with so many 
relationships. They can't sustain it, which is why they are 
outside of their own family networks in the first place.
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The Chairman attributed this insight to the Youtti Hbusing Worker. 
Although some early advice from the field had^feen that NAP's 
staff ratio was too small for its stated objectives, the Chairman 
found that the project's funders had the opposite impression:

A fortnight ago this was still the question I was being 
asked by the Trust: Why can't we have twenty kids in these 
places? Why can't we reduce the number of staff?

At first he [the Trust's manager] argued that in any group 
you'd make your own two or three friends; to which my reply 
was: 'But what we're trying to do is create a co-operative 
community in which learning can be on a self-help, 
experiential basis.' At that point, the scales fell from 
his eyes and he understood for the first time what workers' 
submissions had been saying to him for the last several 
years. He could now appreciate the need for the small 
scale.

Arguably, NAP would have been a more stable household if there 
had been a maximum of four residents. Not only would there have 
been less scope for arrivals and departures (statistically) but 
there would also have been a simpler set of relationships for 
people to negotiate.

On the other hand, few of the residents when interviewed sponta
neously said that NAP was too crowded. Their conception of the 
project was it was a 'community hostel' rather than a normal 
household. It was accepted that decisions about filling vacan
cies were largely a matter for the staff. But both residents and 
staff agreed that the house seemed to work best when there were 
only three or four residents. When asked how she would have run 
NAP, one of the longest-term residents said: 'I'd only have 
three or four people living there; if you have any more it's 
just too much.' The Residential Worker agreed:

It was much easier on me personally when there were four. 
Sometimes even five worked quite all right. The kids 
thought so, too, when I discussed it with them. They 
thought that four was a cosy number. But when there were 
six, they'd say it caused too many problems trying to orga
nize everybody.
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Chapter 5: LENGTH OF STAY
We have seen that there was a high rate of turn-over in the 
house, hardly a month passing without someone moving in or out. 
However, the picture looks better at the individual level.

The Project Design envisaged that people would normally stay tor 
six months. This was thought to be long enough to acquire 
independent living skills, and not so long that the house would 
pass from 'medium-term' to 'long-term' accommodation.

The median stay was around three months (that is, 12 people 
stayed for less, and 11 for more, than 3 months). Five people 
stayed for six months or more.

Table 5: Length of Stay

Length of stay Number Names

Less than 6 weeks 6 John, Matt, Alan, Alison, 
Brett, Andrea

6-12 weeks 6 Grant, Peter, Dan, 
Ross, Jenny, Lou

13-20 weeks 4 Sandra, Dale, Troy, Katrina

21 weeks plus 7 Rick, Kate, Lisa,
Helen, Tracy, Tom, Paul

24 weeks plus 5 Kate, Lisa, Tracy, 
Tom, Paul

These figures do not seem to correlate with anything m  
particular except sex. Females tended to stay longer. There is 
no correlation between length-of-stay and (i) accommodation 
before NAP, (ii) accommodation after NAP, (iii) age, or (iv) 
legal status. There is some correlation with reason-for-leaving 
(see Chapter 6).

Table 6: Length of stay by sex

Under 6 wks 6-12 13-20 21+ Total

Males 4 5 2 3 14 (60%)
Females 2 1 2 4 9 (40%)
Persons 6 6 4 7 23 (100%)

Although the sample is small and generalizations therefore risky, 
it is clear that most females stayed longer than most males.
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Given a median stay of 12 weeks, 64 pet cent of males stayed for 
12 weeks ot less, and 36 pet cent fot longer. Among females, the 
reverse was true: only 33 per cent stayed for 12 weeks or less, 
and 67 per cent for longer.
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Chapter 6: REASONS FOR LEAVING

It was assumed in the project design that, if the selection 
process was adequate, young people would normally stay in the 
house until they had developed the personal and financial 
resources to move into more independent accommodation. In line 
with the project design, the young people entering the house were 
told they could expect to stay for around six months, and would 
then be given assistance to find alternative accommodation.

However, this orderly process rarely occurred. Far more often 
the residents left under pressure, without having demonstrably 
improved their living skills or finances, and without having 
gained access to more secure accommodation.

The circumstances under which most people left NAP were those of 
a deterioration in their relations with other residents or the 
staff (or both).

It has not proved possible to classify the reasons for leaving in 
any unambiguous way. In particular, it is not often possible to 
make a useful distinction between an 'eviction' and a 'walk-out' 
in circumstances when it was obvious that a real dispute existed 
between resident and staff. Instead, the following categories 
will be used:

A. 'Evictions' and 'walk-outs' will be lumped together, although 
it is notable that, in these cases, more often than not the 
staff ultimately took the initiative. Either way, the person 
left under a cloud, and usually suddenly.

B. The second category covers those people who left in 
circumstances other than a serious dispute with NAP, but without 
the staff's encouragement.

C. The third category covers those who made a more orderly 
transition from NAP with the staff's approval, though not always 
with the staff's assistance.

Table 7: Reasons for leaving

Category Av. length of stay Male/female Total

A 12 weeks 10 2 12
B 9 weeks 2 1 3
C 22 weeks 1 6 7

There is a certain correlation between reasons-for-leaving and 
length-of-stay. Those in Category C had stayed for 40, 17, 5, 
23, 39, 26 and 4 weeks respectively. Of these, Andrea, who 
stayed only 4 weeks, can be excluded because her departure was
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precipitated by the closure of the project in May 1983. Thus, 
the people in this category had stayed in the house for rather 
longer than average - 22 weeks (or 25, excluding Andrea).

There is also a correlation with sex. Males predominate in 
Category A, and females in Category C. That is, fewer females 
were evicted or walked out, and significantly more females made 
an orderly transition to other accommodation. This includes the 
only ex-residents (Kate, Helen and Tracy) who moved into .reasona
bly stable independent accommodation.

Factors which led to evictions or walk-outs were:

rent arrears;
violence involving other residents, or damage to the 
house;
failure to control the behaviour of friends or visi
tors;

consistent failure to abide by other house rules, such 
as attending house meetings; 

breach of specific agreements between a resident and 
the staff.

Any of these constituted a breach of the Tenancy Agreement which 
was drafted during April/May 1982, and which each resident was 
asked (though not required) to sign.

The Tenancy Agreement was developed as a method of formalizing 
the relations between the staff and individual residents. 
However, this concept has its own difficulties. Since the 
Tenancy Agreement might include details that were far more 
'personalized' than would ever appear in a normal landlord/tenant 
agreement (such as the time of day by which the resident had to 
be out of bed) and since the staff were in close supervisory 
contact with the residents, the Tenancy Agreement may have 
militated against self-management instead of being a formal 
expression of rights and duties.

However, none of these transgressions led automatically to 
eviction. The fact that staff were quite flexible, and relied on 
their own judgement (and advice from the Staff Support Group) as 
to the best way to handle each case, was noted by the residents. 
They did not always approve. Often they interpreted the staff's 
decisions as weakness, over-reaction or inconsistency:

When I was living there, the staff would come over and ask 
me: 'What do you think about so-and-so?' I'd say: 'Well,
why don't you talk to them and ask them to leave? Just get 
rid of them.' So then they'd talk to them and I'd ask: 
'Well, what happened? Did you chuck them out?' 'No, no; 
we just had a talk to them.'

The staff's perspective was of course different. They were in 
the position of having to make allowances, for example, for young 
people who had institutional backgrounds or particular
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psychological problems. Not all the residents would sympathise, 
as the Residential worker remarked:

They'd say: 'He's abusing you. Can't you see he's ripping 
you off?' And so on. While we'd be saying: 'No, it's just 
a stage of development.' But when other kids did something 
wrong which we said was unacceptable, they'd say: 'Oh, but 
you gave so-and-so fifteen chances. I'm only asking for 
one.' They really didn't understand each other in terms of 
why they were all there.

Rent arrears were a fairly constant feature of NAP. They usually 
occurred because of a conjunction of three factors: the very low 
incomes of residents; their difficulty with budgetting, in the 
context of competing expenses; and their understandable tendency 
to regard NAP as a 'welfare' set-up m  which rent-paying need not 
be one's highest priority. Failure to pay rent was given as a 
reason for eviction (not necessarily the only reason) in three 
cases.

Violence and damage. Such incidents occurred periodically 
throughout the project, and are of course symptomatic of under
lying stresses on these young people's lives. Though usually 
only one or two residents would be involved, this was enough to 
upset the whole household. Sometimes the cause was residents' 
friends. One young woman described her own reaction to a party 
which she feared was getting out of control:

Another time during a party I was getting that furious . . . 
I nearly broke my own bedroom because I wanted to get out, 
in case it was discovered that there were people in the 
place who shouldn't have been. The party wasn't organized 
or anything. I threw a chair at the door about three times; 
eventually the back of the chair broke. Then I had to find 
some excuse for how it got broken. I nearly broke the 
cupboards and windows. Something snapped in my mind - I 
didn't want to get kicked out or anything . . . After 
about two hours one of the boys got me calmed down.

The boyfriend of another young woman gave endless trouble to the 
staff:

Ross was still hanging around with his local hoods and 
proving his authority within his group and proving to his 
girlfriend how tough he was. His image was really important 
to him. He used to come round to NAP fairly intoxicated - 
and mainly when we weren't there. If he didn't get his own 
way, he'd just punch a hole in the wall. He's a fairly big 
character and everybody would be scared to say anything.

I'd already tried the approach of saying: 'If you do it 
again, I'm going to chuck you out; you won't be able to 
come around, whatever. You have to pay for the damage, and 
if you don't I'll have to throw your girlfriend out.'
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It wasn't working, so I thought we should try another 
approach: let's talk to him and find out why he does it and 
how we can help. So I said: 'Why don't you come to one of 
the Monday night meetings and plead your case? Establish a 
relationship so that you get off to a good start, instead of 
being the person who comes round at two o'clock in the 
morning wrecking their house.'

So Ross came round to the meeting and said: 'Look,' (it 
was all crap, but . . .) 'the reason I wreck the house is 
that, when I come down here, the others hang shit on my 
girlfriend and that, and it makes me angry when I hear about 
how they treat the cat,' and so on.

So we overcame that problem. He didn't break anything 
again. Then I said to him: 'Well, what are you going to do 
about the damage that you've already caused?' He said: 
'Oh, okay then. I'll come round next week with some 
plaster.' So there he was, repairing the walls. Not a 
perfect job, mind you, but at least he attempted to do 
something, and I thought that was brilliant.

Fights between residents posed another problem for staff: should 
they intervene in the name of household stability, or should they 
let those concerned sort it out themselves? Because the staff 
were so closely involved in the house, they quickly became aware 
of incidents that otherwise may never nave surfaced. Seven 
months later, one young woman was still bitter about the way such 
an incident was handled:

One night I lost my temper over being kept awake and punched 
another girl. I'm sure she didn't say anything, but the 
staff heard about it. They demanded an apology in front of 
everyone else. I had already apologized to the person in 
question and she was happy with it. It was just between us, 
and they didn't have any right to butt in. They said I'd 
broken my tenancy agreement - but I hadn't even seen it. 
Anyhow, I did actually apologize and it was agreed that I 
could stay on. But it was humiliating.

Failure to control the behaviour of friends was the cause of at 
least two evictions. Again, the reason was that the stability of 
the whole house was threatened.

The right to invite friends to the house was an important feature 
of the project, distinguishing it from more institutionalized 
services where such privileges are carefully regulated by the 
staff:

One of the bad points about living at NAP was that you never 
had a quiet night because there would always be a group of 
people there, and it's hard when you have to get up early to 
go to work. But the good point was that it wasn't like a 
hostel where you had to be in at eleven or twelve o'clock.
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All you had to do was write in the diary where you were 
going and what time you would be back.

Actually, the staff's log book shows that on most week-nights 
things were quiet by midnight, but this young woman's short stay 
at NAP coincided with another resident's losing battle to 
control the behaviour of his fourteen friends, who were indeed 
disruptive and became a prime cause of his subsequent eviction.

Andrea's complaint about being kept up was particularly relevant 
to her because she was one of the few residents to have a job. 
(She lost it later on.) The same point was made in the staff log 
book seven months earlier:

The place certainly isn't out of Home Beautiful, but it 
looks reasonably OK, and the meals are prepared with some 
regularity. The issue of daytime routines is a big one. 
Chronic idleness renders the night-out/sleeping-through-the- 
day pattern quite functional, as a worker I visited pointed 
out to me. Troy is considering a return to school and Alan 
is looking for an apprenticeship as a cook.

(Both of these young men left without fulfilling their plans.)

The difficulty many residents had in controlling the behaviour of 
themselves and their friends came out most strongly during par
ties. Again, the right to hold parties was an important part of 
self-management. Dale described how this led to his eviction:

The rule was that you could hold a party if you got the OK 
from the rest of the house. After this party I let two 
people stay in my room overnight because it was 3.00 a.m. 
and too late for them to go back to their hostel. When the 
hostel worker came around next day, [the Youth Housing 
Worker] told me to leave. I was given two hours to get out, 
but then I was allowed to stay overnight. I was handed a 
list of rooming houses [from the Brunswick/Coburg Accommoda
tion Service] but it was no help at all in such a short 
space of time. So I went back to a friend's place for a 
couple of days and then back home. There was a lot of 
tension at home at first, but it wore off after a while.

To sum up: the circumstances in which most young people left NAP 
were rather different from the orderly process of transition 
envisaged in the project design. Was the design naive or were the 
staff too tough? The question cannot be answered so simply. 
Although the staff were prepared to evict people, it is necessary 
to look at the whole picture to find out why. Any shared house, 
particularly one consisting of volatile young people, is likely 
to experience fairly frequent comings and goings. Because the 
staff were so closely involved, it was almost inevitable that 
they would assume this 'gate keeper' function, and be seen to be 
doing so. Finally, the fact that the staff (in accordance with 
the project design) were acting simultaneously as landlords and
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as youth welfare workers created a situation in which conflicts 
over the 'therapeutic' relationship became indistinguishable from 
landlord/tenant disputes. Of course, this worked both ways, and 
behaviour which any landlord would regard as grounds for evic
tion, such as damage to the house or failure to pay rent, might 
itself be an effect ('acting out' as youth workers say) of a 
dynamic between the staff and that resident.



One of the main objectives of NAP was:

'3. To test the techniques of skill transference, mutual 
support, self-help and participation in decision making as 
the means of developing independent living skills.'

The project interpreted this objective as requiring the 
maximum degree of self-management consistent with the 
maintenance of stability within the household. NAP was not 
supposed to be run like a youth hostel in which staff are 
effectively in control. However, this third objective added 
another factor: 'the techniques of skill transference'. The
objective thus goes further than simply requiring the staff to 
balance resident control against staff control in the interests 
of domestic harmony: it requires the staff to take the initia
tive in improving the residents' skills. It quickly became 
apparent that a contradiction was built into this objective. As 
one of the staff said:

The implication of running a program [on skills] was to 
limit the scope for self-management, so that each young 
person comes in with certain clear expectations, which might 
include participation in some program. But we weren't pre
pared to enforce such participation, say, with the threat of 
eviction.

The project design made an optimistic assumption that there would 
be a congruence between NAP's objectives and the personal objec
tives of its residents. But what if a young person was interes
ted in no more than their immediate accommodation?

Theoretically, such a problem would not arise. NAP's selection 
criteria would screen out those who had no interest in participa
ting in the 'skills development' side of the program.

Chapter 3, on the selection process, shows that in practice it 
was not so easy to select only those people with the 'right' 
attitudes. In any event, it is clear that there were contradic
tions between the project's objectives and those of some of its 
residents. These differences kept emerging in various forms, and 
were handled in various ways, but they all resulted from the 
basic ambiguity about the degree of self-management in the house.

A good illustration of the ambiguity is the following incident 
recounted by the Residential Worker:

At the house meeting the week before, the kids were complai
ning about the trees scraping against the bedroom windows. 
I thought, 'Well, here's a good issue,' so I said: 'What
are you going to do about it?'

They decided: 'Well, we need to do some gardening, don't
we? We need to prune the tree so it doesn't hit the window.

Chapter 7. SELF-MANAGEMENT VERSUS STAFF OOMTROL
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This is what we're going to do: next Saturday we want 
everyone to come in and we're going to do some gardening. 
And we don't want you there, Ray, because you're always 
getting in the way.'

So I said, 'All right, I'll just stay home.' But when I 
came in on Monday, I found they'd chopped down every tree in 
the house! There wasn't a tree left.

I freaked out. I was fuming. On Monday night at the house 
meeting I . . . well, I didn't get angry. I couldn't. 
They were saying, 'See? We did do the gardening. We 
cleaned the place right up. Look: from the outside you can 
actually see the whole house, without all those trees.'

So I just said, 'All right. What's our next step?' They 
said, 'Well, we're going to have another go next Saturday. 
Digging out the roots.'

I thought that was pretty good. But trying to explain to 
the Chairman or the Housing Commission - how cutting down 
all the trees was a part of learning self-management . . .! 
But it was. The kids who had been so disorganized had taken 
control of one thing. And it actually rubbed off on the 
rest of the house. The inside started slowly being cleaned 
up; there was much more organization and much more pressure 
on each other. A kid actually found enough strength to say: 
'All right, Ross. It's all right for you to give the or
ders, but how about getting off your backside and out of bed 
by twelve o'clock and actually doing something!' Which made 
a significant change. Ross got up by 9.30 and actually 
cleaned the back yard.

This incident illustrates several points. The worker used the 
House Meeting as an occasion to translate individuals' dissatis
faction into a group decision-making exercise. The group decided 
to exclude the worker from the gardening itself, to make it clear 
that it was their initiative. The worker complied, and then had 
to accept what was to him an unwelcome result. He felt justified 
by the subsequent improvement in other aspects of the household's 
sense of responsibility, but he could not be sure that the Mana
gement Committee or the Ministry of Housing would take the same 
view.

We hadn't got the kids to understand how the Ministry would 
see it. The kids' attitude was: 'Look, we've made improve
ments to the garden, and they should accept it.' Whereas 
the Ministry was saying: 'That's unacceptable, because you 
still haven't mown the lawn and cleaned up the loungeroom, 
and there's still too many holes in the walls.'

Failure to resolve these differences of perception about stan
dards of housekeeping and degrees of responsibility tended to add 
to the staff's problems. As the Youth Housing Worker put it:
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The trouble was that at the very beginning we walked into 
these pre-determined agendas. The various people who helped 
design the project had proferred lists of the sorts of 
skills we should be imparting: cooking, budgetting, clea
ning, and so on. And the Committee's values were put on us, 
and the Ministry of Housing had its values about what clean
liness and the upkeep of the house meant. I remember one of 
the Chairman's first comments to me was that he was disgus
ted at the state of the toilet. Fair enough; but they 
were his values.

(Actually, the Chairman was not so much expressing his own values 
as his concern over the Ministry of Housing's attitudes.)

It was the question of interpreting 'Skills Development'. 
Part of the skills we were trying to teach was skill in 
cleaning a house. Now, implicit in that is the values of a 
particular group. When you regard people as 'unskilled', 
your perception can mean various things: it can mean they 
are not functioning in their environment and you therefore 
need to equip them to function; or it can mean they're not 
performing up to certain standards; or it can be a whole 
judgement on behaviour and life-style.

I certainly shared these expectations and values, as a 
fairly middle-class person. It was partly this that led us 
to expect big changes, and to want to overcome long pasts 
. . . and even to overcome people's class position or the 
ways they had of coping with life.

Damage to the house was another matter that NAP found difficult 
to resolve. While the staff were primarily concerned with the 
psychological causes and effects of such behaviour, the Committee 
were naturally concerned also with the financial consequences and 
their responsibility to the Ministry as landlord. In the 
Residential Worker's opinion:

Damage always involved a clash of personalities. Someone 
would hit the house instead of hitting someone else.

At one stage, several ex-residents attributed this 'clash of 
personalities' to one particular young woman. Another resident 
said:

But that's the kind of person you get in houses. I couldn't 
do anything about it. The first damage was done by a friend 
of mine who was staying. He was drunk and she accused him 
of something so he smashed the door. I was going to get 
chucked out for it, but I didn't. He got banned from the 
house.

Then all the glass doors started getting smashed, because 
she had an argument with Peter; then an argument with 
Rick and another door got broken. But no - she didn't get 
chucked out.
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The Chairman's perspective:

In early 1982 the damage was being hidden from us and only 
surfaced out of the hardware bills: one room had had three
doors in the space of six weeks. The worker perhaps assumed 
that the committee would be angry. His attitude was that 
other people have to repair and maintain; all the kids have 
to do is live in it. His understanding of 'fair wear and 
tear' was certainly not mine. Too much was acceptable to 
him, such as allowing a kid to kick in a door as an expres
sion of hostility.

The worker agreed:

When people would ask me whether I wasn't concerned at all 
the holes in the wall, I'd answer: 'Well, personally, I
don't have to live here. The kids have to live here; it's 
their friends who are going to see the mess.'

But the Chairman also concluded that the house itself was less 
than ideal for the purpose:

When the Ministry inspected the house, they admitted that 
the surfaces were unsuitable: old lath-and-plaster interior
walls, lead-lighted windows, sand-blasted glass doors to the 
lounge-room. Not exactly child-proof. Having had it repain
ted with a washable paint, even with some of the rough 
experiences over the past six months, the house looks better 
now than it did before with the unsatisfactory paint.

Planning for weekends and parties could also be used 
constructively as a way of improving the capacity for self
management. The Youth Housing Worker described such an incident:

Early on, the staff exercised a fair bit of control over 
weekends. There was the threat of eviction. We used to 
help them plan the weekend, particularly after one wild 
party. That ended up with the house in a pigsty - twenty 
drunken kids, police in attendance at midnight, plus an 
ambulance shortly thereafterwards to take somebody away.

Embarrassing, to say the least. Our response was to get the 
kids to analyse what had gone wrong. They very quickly 
isolated it as being due to gate-crashers and alcohol. But 
they still didn't want us there.

Two weeks later, they told us they wanted to hold another 
party. We said: 'That's fine, as long as you organize it.
We'll keep well away, but we want to know your action plan.' 
So they sat down and drew up a guest list. They wanted to 
have alcohol, but no workers in attendance. They went 
through every name in the guest list and estimated each 
person's capacity to handle alcohol and what happened when 
they were drunk. They isolated three people who they felt 
migh€ be problems. Then they discussed what to do, and
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decided that the smallest and most articulate of the girls 
(Helen) should be ready to intervene, because if one of the 
guys did so there might be an aggro situation. They also 
decided that in case of trouble they would contact one of us 
first, rather than the police.

It went really well. I had a call at 2.00 a.m. 'We just 
wanted to let you know that one of the guys got a bit drunk
- a record playing reminded him of his ex-girlfriend. He 
went into the bathroom and in his anguish put his fist 
through the wall.' - 'Do you want me to come up?' - 'No.'
- 'All right. I'll see you Monday. Don't worry about it.' 
So they handled it very well. No police came around. Not a 
word from the neighbours. After that, the weekend issue was 
largely defused.

The value of contradictions
We have seen that the project design contained a significant 
contradiction between the commitment to self-management and the 
commitment to training the residents in certain 'living skills'. 
The existence of such a contradiction is not necessarily a bad 
thing. In fact, one of the strengths of the project was that it 
constantly drew attention to this very point. More institutiona
lized and authoritarian youth services are likely to obscure it 
by putting all the emphasis on 'training' and 'stability'. Ob
scuring the contradiction does not resolve it. It is not surpri
sing that some of the young people who found NAP's relative 
autonomy hardest to handle were precisely those who had experien
ced the institutionalized youth welfare system:

At the same time I could see that NAP was really dangerous 
for some kids. Matt, for example, came from a place where 
he was used to being dragged out of bed, told to dress, etc. 
He had spent a lot of time in institutions. So he would 
deliberately sleep in late, expecting people to drag him out 
of bed. He couldn't handle the freedom and responsibility 
at NAP. It was the same with Brett.

The staff also came to realize that the attempt to impart living 
skills raised questions about contradictory values. The project 
design had not discussed the problem of who would define the 
desirable skills. And a special problem is raised by the notion 
of teaching people independence: at one level the project design
assumed that the young people could only learn independence by 
being given control over house management; at another level it 
assumed that the staff could teach these skills.

Implementing the admittedly optimistic project design forced NAP 
to recognize these contradictions, and to live with them. - As the 
Youth Housing Worker explained:

The principle [stressed m  the Staff Support Group] was that 
kids have got to get used to non-stereotyped relations with
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people. The kids coming out of institutions were operating 
on the fairly simple black-and-white assumption that you're 
either for them or you're for the System. That being their 
perception, well . . . maybe we made some of them think 
about it. There's the story (I don't know whether it's 
apocryphal) of the kid who met [the Residential Worker] in 
the street and said, 'Thank you for chucking me out. I 
now realize something different about the System.'

But far more typical was the action of Paul. When he got 
kicked out of school - and when I failed to stand up for him 
and tell the headmaster he was a fool - he started kicking 
at the walls of the house and being very anti-social and 
believing we were all part of the System and against him.

Thus these contradictions were inherent in the social situation 
in which NAP had to operate. It might have handled them better 
(as the staff would be the first to admit) but it could hardly be 
held responsible for the original problem. On the contrary, NAP 
demonstrated some of the practical implications of trying to 
teach independence and responsibility.



One of the best features of NAP was the practice of holding 
regular house meetings tor residents and staff, usually on Monday 
nights. The meetings served two purposes: organizing the budget
and the division of labour for the next week, and teaching the 
value of such co-operation and mutual accountability. The Resi
dential Worker explained:

The only really structured part about the house meetings was 
the principle of bringing all the issues to a head. For 
example, the idea of secretary and chairperson actually came 
from the kids themselves, saying, 'How about we get someone 
to organize next week's meeting?' And we suggested that 
keeping some sort of record might be useful if any problems 
cropped up later.

Most of the meetings had a good atmosphere, where even 
though you had a chairperson it was more like a group dis
cussion. Most of the kids had never been consulted about 
anything and were almost shocked that you could talk about 
those things at a meeting, rather than simply being sanc
tioned when you'd done something wrong.

And the residents found that consultation was two-way, as the 
staff discovered:

The meetings were an excellent way of discussing things in a 
fairly open setting. Bringing up issues about what should 
be tried and what shouldn't be - and bringing home to the 
staff the point that the kids should be consulted before 
something was decided.

I know: I myself got caught a few times in a situation
where the kids would say: 'Well, you didn't consult us, so
why should we do it?' And I'd have to say: 'Er . . .
you're right!' Then the kids would bring the whole matter 
up at the next meeting.

It was a very good way of developing relationships and 
communication skills. Kids who would never ever consider 
each other were put into situations where they were forced 
to consider each other.

Some people had to be taught the basic skills of doing things in 
meetings:

A lot of the kids at NAP couldn't read or write, so often 
one of us staff acted as secretary. But at least they took 
up the chairing role, and all we had to say to the person 
was: 'How about spending half an hour with us before and
going over the issues that will be raised? We can talk 
about how to handle it.'
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We didn't want to place too much pressure on kids who 
couldn't cope with it. We suggested that people take turns, 
and after a while people were saying: 'I want to be chair
man; I like doing it.' So we never had any problems 
finding a chairperson. If we felt that it should be someone 
else's turn, we said: 'How about you having a go?' - 'Oh,
no: I couldn't do it.' - 'Yes, you could. It's simple.'
After they'd tried it, they'd quite likely say: 'Can I have
a shot again next week?'

The staff's log book for 13 September 1982 gives a good picture
of the interaction between resident self-management and staff
control:

Spent ten minutes with Tracy working on the house meeting. 
This was the first meeting she had chaired. After we start
ed the meeting, everyone began to fall asleep, so I said 
everyone was getting slack. They took the bit between their 
teeth and started to accept responsibilities for their ac
tions. We spoke about rosters, cleaning the house, shopping 
not being done, pets, filling out the Diary, Kate returning, 
etc. Tracy did a good job for her first meeting. Helen 
wasn't paying too much attention. Lisa, Kate, Troy and 
Tracy were great.

Most of the ex-residents had positive recollections, too:

House meetings were quite good. Everyone would voice their 
opinions: what should be done around the place and what
shouldn't; where we should go and where we shouldn't. 
People's likes and dislikes. Complaints about the animals

We would take it in turns to run them. We would have a 
secretary taking down notes. We'd have the budget written 
out - how much money goes to rent, how much to gas, and 
food. It was on big sheets of paper to make it clear.

Someone would be given the task of putting the rent money in 
the bank account - getting the signatures and so on. Then 
there was the food money; and someone would be trusted with 
the board money.

Once I was made a sort of secretary in the back office. It 
was really good. I had to go through the mail and work out 
what had to be done with it, and sort out the money for the 
banking. I didn't have to answer phone calls - the staff 
did that themselves - but everything else was left up to me. 
That was for one week; then someone else took a turn.

It wasn't always so positive:

House meetings were good at first - no problems. But as 
others moved in there were more arguments: 'This person 
doesn't do this, and that person doesn't do that . . .'
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None of our disagreements ever really got resolved. The 
meetings changed after that, and got slack.

Attendance at house meetings was enforced by a certain amount of 
group pressure:

They knew that if they missed out, the others were going to 
say: 'Well, fine .' . .! You're going to do the house!' 
They quickly learned. I mean, one day I said: 'If someone
doesn't turn up, that's fine. Just allocate them all the 
duties.'

What if people didn't carry out an allotted task?

One of the good things about NAP was that the kids were 
given a lot of time. You didn't chuck them out just because 
they hadn't done the dishes. You said: 'That's fine, but
who's going to do the dishes then? Let's work it out. You 
don't like being told? Well, you set up a system whereby 
they get done. You want me to enforce it? Well, that's got 
to be generally agreed. . .'

I never once had to enforce anything without the backing of 
the others. I would ask:

'Who's going to ensure it's done?'
'You are, Ray.'
'Oh, why?'
'Because we get slack. But if you tell us, we'll do it.' 
'And what if you don't do it after I've told you?'
'Well, bring it up at the next meeting.'

It generally worked. If the job wasn't done I'd raise it at 
the next meeting: 'The situation is this. I was asked to
tell certain people to clean the lounge, and they didn't do 
it. So it's up to you again: what are you going to do 
about it?'

I felt this was the best approach because they'd start 
applying pressure to themselves. The cats were the perfect 
example: all those bloody cats and dogs everywhere . . .  it
kind of got out of hand. When people kept raising it at 
house meetings, I just said: 'Well, they're your cats, so 
you'll have to think of something yourselves.'

They started imposing rules like: all cats have to be out
of the house by nine o'clock at night. Some people still 
abused it, so the others got heavier and heavier, and said: 
'If you don't control your cat, we're going to chuck you 
out.' Which I thought was brilliant - them accepting 
responsibility.
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Although the project design envisaged that many living skills 
would be picked up in an incidental manner, it was expected that 
one of the staff would be responsible for devising a more formal 
program. The shape this program took is described in the Youth 
Housing Worker's report for July, 1982:

Our general approach has been to consider the range of 
techniques adopted in Living Skills programs in other situa
tions. There is a current aversion within the youth housing 
field to structured group activity such as lectures or group 
workshop sessions. The most fruitful approach is generally 
considered to be that of one-to-one interaction of young 
people and adults in real-life situations within the learn
ing environment of a residential hostel. We see great 
potential in this approach but also several limitations:

(a) This approach presumes the existence of a 'learning 
environment' which may be provided in a highly structured 
residential hostel situation, but not necessarily in a 
self-managed household where staff control over the imme
diate physical environment and the interactions of tenants 
with each other is limited by the rights given to tenants. 
(Such an environment may have other educational possibili
ties.)

(b) The real-life situation may not be the best situation 
for a skill transference where that situation is likely to 
be confrontational or inherently stigmatising for the 
young person concerned.

For these reasons we have preferred to see these two ap
proaches as end-points on a continuum of skill transference 
methods. The program we are implementing uses a range of 
methods across this continuum.

At the 'most structured' end we have organised a series of 
sessions on 'The law and your rights' (seven 1-hour sessions 
organised through the Action and Resource Centre covering 
Tenancy, Legal Aid, the Police, Social Security, family law, 
consumer rights and the courts); 'Human Relationships, 
Sexuality and Contraception' with [the Community Nurse] of 
the Northcote Community Health Centre; and 'Credit and 
Finance' with [the Financial Counsellor] of the Northcote 
Shopfront. The advantages of this series of sessions is 
that it not only provides for an information and skill input 
but establishes initial contact with a range of community 
services to which tenants can turn.

Along with these sessions we are encouraging tenants them
selves to research and present topics of interest to them in 
the community. Fields they have chosen to cover include 
access to public transport, access to and management of

Chapter 9: SKILLS DEVELOPMENT AS A PROGRAM
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credit, tenancy, the structure and operation of N.A.P., and 
diet and nutrition.

We have also made a list of maintenance and gardening jobs 
which require urgent attention and these will be made house
hold projects to be completed with the staff's guidance and 
supervision.

Moving toward the more 'unstructured' end of the continuum 
we have sought to establish one-to-one relationships between 
one staff member and each tenant for the purposes of support 
of the tenant, feedback on problems encountered and evalua
tion of participation in the life of the house.

At the completely unstructured end of the continuum lies the 
wide range of shared daily activities which continue to 
provide a context for informal interaction and skill trans
fer amongst staff, tenants and volunteer^. As my time 
analysis shows, this remains the greatest single sector of 
the interaction going on within the Project and does have 
the greatest potential for achieving the skill transfer aims 
of the program. We hope by introducing the structured and 
tenant participatory components to facilitate a greater 
benefit to the tenants from this informal and very valuable 
aspect of the Project. We are also planning to have a 
camping trip as a household next weekend (22-24 July).

The sessions on 'the Law and your rights' proved to be fairly 
popular. The relevance of this topic can be gleaned from the NAP 
Log Book (3 August 1982):

Michael and John came to talk about legal rights for one and 
a half hours, which was great and enjoyable. Matt had a lot 
to say; I had to ask him to be quiet after a while. Alan 
didn't seem to enjoy it but everyone else did. Troy came up 
at the end and said that he had been picked up by the cops. 
He spent some time talking to Michael about it. After they 
left he came and said he had to go to court in the morning 
for driving without a licence. We rang [the legal worker 
from ARC]. She said it would be best for me to attend, too.

Undoubtedly, the most successful 'programmatic' part of Skills 
Development was the series of discussions on Human Relations, run 
by the Community Nurse from the Northcote Community Health 
Centre.

The course was entitled '(Almost) everything you always wanted to 
know about sex but were afraid to ask'. The course outline 
included these aims:

'To give the residents and ex-residents of NAP some social 
and emotional survival skills which it is believed they 
require and would like to have (felt and expressed needs by 
the teenagers and the two youth workers).
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'To introduce me as the local Community Health Nurse to the 
project as a safe resource person/consultant/friend, espe
cially since the two youth workers are males.

'To further increase the visibility of the Northcote 
Community Health Centre within the community, especially 
among younger people.'

Six months later, one female resident recalled:

A nurse came over with a series of films on homosexuality 
and other things like venereal diseases. There were six or 
eight sessions, which everyone thought were good, except for 
the new arrivals who didn't quite know what was going on.

Q. Did you have to attend?

It wasn't that you had to. I mean, we did sort of more or 
less have to, but if four of us didn't want to then it 
wouldn't have gone ahead. But most of us wanted it.

(Again, the ambiguity over staff/resident control is evident; see 
Chapter 7.)

As the Staff Report for August 1982 said:

The tenants were eventually told by staff that they must 
attend, and once regularity had been enforced the sessions 
improved in participation by, and enthusiasm of, tenants. 
When the Australian Housing Conference required my missing a 
session, attendance was none the less high and the tenants 
requested that we staff keep out of the sessions that 
they might be more private.

There were thus several problems with the Skills Development 
Program which were not explicitly foreseen in the project design.

1. The rate of turnover. We have seen that this was much higher 
than expected. The project design envisaged a reasonably stable 
household which would allow the staff several clear months to 
implement a program, and of course to modify it in line with the 
needs of a given group of residents. The emphasis was on skills 
transference as a collaborative enterprise between staff, volun
teers and residents. But this could hardly happen if the house
hold composition kept changing almost monthly. The Youth Housing 
Worker was thus in the position of having to develop the program 
unilaterally. This led to a second problem:

2. Staff or resident control. The project design did not envi
sage a contradiction between 'resident self-management' and 
'skills development'. On the contrary, the two were regarded as 
opposite sides of the same coin - resident participation was the 
key to skills development. Plausible though this is, the reality 
was more problematic. Organizing a group activity was always a
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precarious business, since, unlike a school or a more institu
tionalized hostel, attendance could hardly be made compulsory 
without defeating the ideal of resident control. Several activi
ties had to be cancelled at the last minute for this reason. Of 
course, many such activities ran quite successfully even if some 
initial resistance had to be overcome, and even if some residents 
opted out.

3. Incidental vs Programmed learning. The project design envi
saged that residents would acquire living skills in both informal 
and more structured settings. The weekly household meetings and 
the Human Relations sessions were examples of formal settings, 
and these seem to have worked satisfactorily. The Youth Housing 
Worker's conception of a continuum between structured and un
structured methods of skills development was a sensible ap
proach, because it recognized that a great deal of learning was 
being acquired as an incidental part of living in the house.

4. 'Learning contracts'. The idea of drawing up individual 
learning contracts arose as a way of ensuring that residents were 
committed to participation in the skills program. It also helped 
each resident clarify their expectations of the project. Unfor
tunately, this concept was somewhat at variance with the idea of 
self-management, because the learning contract was easily con
fused with the tenancy agreement. Once again, the problem can be 
traced to the project design, which gave the same weight to 
skills development as to the provision of accommodation. If all 
went well, no contradiction would appear; but once a resident 
fell out with the staff, it became apparent that the provision of 
accommodation was contingent on the resident's compliance with a 
'case plan'. (Chapter 6 on reasons for leaving.)

5. Distractions. Overall, the skills development program suf
fered from a lack of continuity. Part of this was due to the 
rate of turnover in, the house, as already mentioned. As a corol
lary, the Youth Housing Worker found it difficult to extricate 
himself from household concerns sufficiently to concentrate on 
the skills program. Chapter 12 shows that the Staff Support 
Group and the Management Committee had different views as to the 
worker's priorities in the last quarter of 1982, and the Worker 
himself did not have the experience necessary to implement the 
program he had developed. Whatever the correct interpretation, 
the worker did not feel he had the guidance and support necessary 
to develop a consistent program and follow it through. One casu
alty was the idea of NAP residents producing a newsletter, which 
would have served the incidental purpose of keeping ex-residents 
in touch with the project. Another was the idea of residents 
carrying out their own 'research projects' on such matters as the 
rental market. Both proposals lapsed after a few weeks.

6. The use of volunteers. The project design envisaged that 
volunteers from the community would be an integral part of the 
skills development program. However, as will be seen below, the 
use of volunteers created management problems for the staff which
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were not satisfactorily addressed, and volunteer involvement was 
allowed to decline.

a-
f 9

F
!,

Volunteers in the project
The project design stated:

People with the expertise to impart the skills for indepen
dent living will be contacted (these people could be 
Steering Committee members, volunteers or professionals). 
In particular, volunteers who are unemployed and who have 
the required and needed skills will be recruited.

Most of NAP's volunteers were students doing youth work or social 
work. The volunteers were recruited through word of mouth, from 
publicity or through the BSL Volunteers Co-ordinator. In Feb
ruary 1982 the Committee authorized the Residential Worker to 
organize a dinner for them to work out a plan:

How I approached it, from previous experience at ARC, was to 
say: Let's take it as a group. Let's not draw up any firm 
guidelines. I told them that what I basically needed was 
someone to come in and fill that particular time-span: 'But 
develop whatever you like. If you just want to talk to the 
kids then it's much better to just do so, rather than set
ting it up too much.'

With that freedom, some quite constructive things happened. 
For example, Sue got with the kids and talked about bud
getting, drawing up wall charts and getting the kids to 
write it down. Frank said he'd be quite happy to take the 
kids out horse riding or whatever. Richard was a handyman 
type, so he related really well to kids like Rick and Ross, 
with plans to make billiard tables and so on. Linda's habit 
was to come in and just speak to the kids, play a game of 
cards or Scrabble. It developed into making cakes and all 
that sort of thing, which was great.

Volunteers were most actively involved during the period when the 
Residential Worker was the only paid staff member and needed them 
as relief staff. A typical entry in the Log Book by a volunteer 
(5 May 1982) gives the flavour of their contribution:

The guys and I played dominos until Ray came. Went to the 
city, picked up Kate from Princes Bridge Railway Station and 
met Lisa at the Art Gallery. We spent an hour looking at 
pottery exhibits, had a coffee and went to Hoyts to pick up 
tickets for 'The Man from Snowy River'. Before the show we 
had a burger from McDonald's. The film was excellently 
photographed and quite enjoyable.

Frank Thorp, employed by the Anglican Church's Department of 
Christian Education, devoted a day a week to NAP and ran a 
training session for NAP's volunteers. His skill and enthusiasm 
made him a popular figure, and his tragic death in a car accident
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in June that year came as a shock to everybody. His last entry 
in the Log Book read:

I arrived about 9.30 p.m. and went with Dale, Helen, Rick 
and Lisa to play table tennis at my place. Kate had settled 
down about 9.30 p.m. and was sleeping soundly when we got 
back around 12 midnight. Jim and I chatted till 1 a.m. and 
everyone sat around enjoying a cuppa. Left Dale and Ross 
watching Jimi Hendrix (R.I.P.). Intend to take Lisa and 
Kate into town tomorrow morning for their respective ap
pointments.

On 29 June, the Residential Worker wrote:

Arrived about 9.30. Everyone involved in cleaning up the 
house. Kate was looking after her baby. Got the bad news 
about Frank. Everyone seems to be quite upset about the 
loss of one of their friends. Kate and Helen and I went to 
get the flowers for the funeral.

The baby was playing up tonight. Kate was very tired about 
10 p.m. so I asked her to go to bed while Ross and I looked 
after the baby. Kate rang my wife twice asking for informa
tion about what to do. She needs a lot of support from 
everyone, but Kate will handle it because she is a real 
trier.

But a happier event followed three days later, and shows how the 
volunteers were being integrated into the household's activities. 
The Residential Worker recorded it:

. . . the kids were up to something all day. I didn't know 
what, so I kept my eyes open. Richard (the volunteer) came 
at 7 p.m., followed by Max, Ian (Kate's friend), Nancy, 
Terese and Cindy. Ross came outside and told me I had to 
go to the front door for some time so I did (it was bloody 
cold). Then they opened the door and I walked in. Kate had 
planned a party for me because I was back in town. It was 
great to know that I was doing some good, because they had 
been planning this for some time. It was great. Everyone 
was there. Lynda (the volunteer) and her boyfriend called, 
plus some of her friends. The kids were in control of the 
party, they didn't have any problems at all, and everyone 
had a great time.

Towards the end of 1982, however, the volunteers' involvement 
declined. Evidently the Youth Housing Worker found it difficult 
to develop a satisfactory role for them as part of the Skills 
Program:

What was the role of volunteers? You either had to tell the 
kids that they were going to do a cooking session with Mary, 
say, or you would arrange nothing, and leave it up to the 
volunteer. With the first method the trouble was that the 
kids might disappear into the lounge to watch the Sterling
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Cup on TV; the trouble with the second approach was that it 
was too anomic. The kids would come and ask: 'Who's that
sitting in the lounge?' -'It's so-and-so, and she's a 
volunteer'. At that point the kids were quite likely to 
disappear into their bedroom. The volunteers found it very 
frustrating, but to give them a definite role meant that you 
needed a program.

So the question of volunteers became a matter of their 
personal relationship with particular kids. This was quite 
a good solution. The volunteer would work on a one-to-one 
basis with a kid with particular needs; so the volunteers' 
involvement with the whole household was incidental - they 
were just somebody's friend. This was consistent with self
management, because access wouldn't be controlled by the 
volunteer or by the staff - it would be negotiated with a 
particular resident. After all, if a volunteer simply comes 
and sits in the lounge, it's an invasion of privacy. It's 
better to treat volunteers as part of a 'skills bank'.

The value of these one-to-one relations between residents and 
volunteers was confirmed by several residents:

Kate: It was great when we had the volunteers, Lynda and
Debby. You could talk to them for hours and they would 
listen and really help you.

Ross: I reckon Lynda should have been one of the full-time
workers.

Kate: So do 1. She would take us out shopping and every
thing.

Ross : While she was a volunteer she was unemployed. Kate
was pregnant, and would ring Lynda and say: 'Come on, let's
go shopping.'

Kate: That's what I kept saying: you need a female. Just
a young woman who'd . . .  I said to Ray: 'Look, we can't
always talk to you and Jim about things. It's always nice 
to have a female who you can talk to.'
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During the period under study, the project employed three people: 
a Community Youth Worker (5 June to 14 December 1981), a 
Residential Worker (12 October 1981 to 31 May 1983) and a Youth 
Housing Worker (3 May 1982 to 31 May 1983). The latter's ap
pointment was to fill the vacancy created by the resignation of 
the Community Youth Worker.

The project's job roles were outlined in the original proposal, 
but the management committee was responsible for spelling out the 
detail. With enough funds for only two positions, the division 
of labour that emerged was as follows:

The Residential Worker was primarily responsible for acting as a 
'support and resource person to house members during their resi
dence'. The Community Youth Worker was to deal more with the 
external environment, including community liaison and developing 
long-term housing options for ex-residents. In December 1981 
this worker resigned. When the position was re-defined as the 
Youth Housing Worker, more emphasis was put on developing a 
Skills Transference program.

The reasons for the resignation of the Community Youth Worker 
must be examined, even if cursorily, because they seem to reflect 
upon some of the project's management difficulties.

The Community Youth Worker was appointed in June 1981 with the 
tasks of 'establishing and developing the project' in conjunction 
with the Interim Committee; identifying funders; assisting with 
the development of skills programs and resources for residents; 
liaising with relevant groups; developing support networks and 
long-term housing options tor residents and ex-residents; and 
recruiting and supporting volunteers.

These were very substantial tasks, and the consensus seems to be 
that the person employed lacked the experience necessary to carry 
them out. It should be noted that her job application showed 
clearly that she had little prior experience in youth accommoda
tion, and had not previously worked in an unsupervised position, 
and yet this was to be very much the case at NAP. If the use of 
volunteers went according to the project design, the Community 
Youth Worker would in fact have to create an (unpaid) team of 
'resource people', design the skills program, and manage the 
deployment of this team. In theory, this would all be done 'in 
conjunction with the Steering Committee'; in practice, it is 
usually the paid worker (especially in a new project) who is 
expected to create directions and at least the framework for 
action by the volunteers, including the Management Committee. 
The task was made much more difficult by the Committee's own 
problems in reaching a common understanding about the nature of 
the project (see Chapter 14 below). Apparently the worker found 
herself unable to reconcile what she saw as conflicting priori
ties coming from different members of the Committee (and subse
quently from the Residential Worker, too).

Chapter 10: THE STAFF SUPPORT GROUP



Although the individual members of the Committee were very 
concerned about the causes of this resignation and the personal 
strains which the worker had obviously experienced, the event 
does not seem to have been followed by a thorough review of the 
project by its Committee and remaining staff. The problem tended 
to be attributed to the worker's inexperience rather than to 
problems of organization, objectives or management.

Thus when the job description was re-defined (and re-named as the 
Youth Housing Worker) the substance remained the same, although 
with a stronger emphasis on the skills program. In order to 
devise and implement such a program, it was necessary for the 
Youth Housing Worker to become more closely involved in the 
household. This was largely the reason why the project moved 
towards a 'casework' rather than a 'developmental' approach.

At the June 1981 meeting of the management committee, the North- 
cote Manager of Community Services stressed the need for the 
Community Youth Worker to have professional support and advice:

'. . . especially as she was in such an unstructured 
situation at present. It was felt that she would need 
people who were available to discuss issues and strategies, 
providing professional support and reinforcement and assist 
in contacting people and linking in with existing networks'.

Five people were nominated to provide this support, including the 
Brotherhood representative, the Northcote Council representative 
and the Regional Youth Housing Officer. Although members of this 
group gave considerable advice and support to the Community Youth 
Worker, the arrangement did not settle into the defined role 
later adopted by the Staff Support Group.

The Staff Support Group (SSG) was formed in February 1982 in 
order to provide the staff with more regular and 'professional' 
support than was possible with monthly meetings of the Management 
Committee or ad hoc meetings with individuals. The SSG consisted 
of the BSL representative and Northcote Council's Manager of 
Community Services. It held fortnightly meetings with both of 
NAP's employees.

Before the formation of the SSG, the Residential Worker had been 
left without any real support, particularly in the long period 
between November 1981 and February 1982. (The Management 
Gommittee had not met during this period.)

Both the workers were positive about the value of the SSG:

It's really hard for a worker to determine their own guide
lines. It's very easy to get caught up in it. That's what 
I found good about the Staff Support Group. Some of the 
meetings were a waste of time, but most of them were quite 
constructive. It was good when they started drawing the 
limits on what you should be doing. And talking about where 
you were at.
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The BSL researchers also frequently attended SSG meetings, so 
there is a fairly continuous record of their content. It is 
clear that it was in these meetings, rather than in meetings of 
the Management Committee, that detailed discussions about the 
day-to-day running of the house occurred. As will be seen, while 
this was probably vital for the functioning of the house, it led 
to management difficulties for the Project as a whole.

The Staff Support Group dealt with such matters as: advice to 
the staff on how to handle the household dynamics; reviews of 
individual residents' progress; discussion on potential resi
dents; the working relations and division of responsibilities 
between staff; and relations between staff and Management Com
mittee. In general, SSG meetings took on a 'case work' approach 
which, although somewhat at odds with one strand within the 
Project's underlying philosophy, was inevitable unless more fun
damental changes to the model were to be made.

The SSG was more than merely a forum in which the staff could get 
feedback for their work: it was also an occasion for professio
nal training. The need for supervised on-the-job training was 
not at first apparent to the Management Committee, who seem to 
have assumed too high a level of experience on the part of all 
three NAP employees. In tact, none of the staff had had much 
prior experience in residential youth work or in community deve
lopment, and they would have had a tough job even if there had 
been fewer unresolved contradictions in NAP's service-delivery 
model.

The Staff Support Group therefore had the function of what is 
referred to among social workers as 'supervision'. This is 
accepted as a quite routine part of social-work practice and 
does not imply that the person providing the supervision is an 
'overseer'. The relationship has much more to do with professio
nal accountability and training than with management.

Nevertheless, the Staff Support Group, more by default than 
design, came to exert an important management function. This 
happened largely because the SSG was meeting more frequently than 
the Management Committee and was focussed exclusively on the 
household dynamics. The two 'supervisors' were themselves 
professionals with past experience in residential youth work, and 
their discussions with the NAP staff occurred m  a more private 
and informal setting than was possible in the Management 
Conmittee.

In some ways the SSG symbolized the latent divisions in the 
Project between the 'professionals' and 'non-professionals' or 
community people. Unfortunately, these questions were never 
formally addressed by either group, which led the staff to be
lieve on occasions that they were getting two conflicting sets of 
instructions. This happened particularly after the Annual Gene
ral Meeting in September 1982, when the Management Committee set 
up a number of sub-committees to deal with the 'community deve
lopment' side of the project. The question was the priority
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which the Youth pousing Worker should give to these sub-commit
tees compared to the demands of the household. The BSL represen
tative on the SSG recalled:

At our first staff meeting after the AGM, [the Youth Housing 
Worker] said: 'Nothing is happening about these sub-commit
tees; I should be doing something about it.' I said to 
him: 'Look, they were committee structures; the initiative 
lies with committee members. Let's work on the house. You 
shouldn't get caught up in it.'

Q. In retrospect, was that the way it should have been 
handled? To what extent should [the Youth Housing Worker] 
have been told to concentrate on getting the house in 
order? lb what extent was this diverting him from what was 
supposed to be his job as distinct from [the Residential 
Worker's] job?

Good question. I certainly didn't see it that way, but I 
can see how it could have been the case. Yes; we might 
have been wrong. [The Youth Housing Worker] always wanted 
to keep communication open with the Chairman, which was 
understandable. I would have done so, too, in his position. 
Sometimes I felt he may have created the possibility of 
disparity between the two groups. But in another way, I 
don't think it was ever a big deal. [The Youth Housing 
Worker] only once ever said he was getting two lots of 
instructions, and that was in regard to the above question. 
I didn't ever get the impression it was a serious problem 
for him. I certainly don't think [the Residential Worker] 
ever felt that way.

But, as in any such situation, the problem was that the 
Chairman and I didn't know each other very well. Communica
tion tended to be very structured and formal, so that misun
derstandings could arise. And people were scattered geogra
phically and very busy in their jobs. But for my part I 
never felt I had problems communicating with other people on 
the project.

The Youth Housing Worker generally agreed with this assessment of 
events after the September AGM:

I was now marking time on the Chairman's instructions and 
getting frustrated because I wasn't doing a lot of the 
things that should have been done. I wanted to know how the 
priorities were to be set - should I set them myself? The 
Chairman's message was no - wait until the October meeting. 
The Chairman took a fairly firm hand in that October meet
ing: he knew what he wanted, and split the committee into 
five Wprking Groups. I was to resource the working group on 
community development, which was to be responsible for the 
volunteers, the newsletter and so on.
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That was the crunch point. In the weeks that followed, 
nothing happened. I was wanting to get the newsletter under 
way, but the Chairman said: 'That's the Committee's role. 
If they don't get their act together, just let it fall on 
its face. You've got your own work to do.'

When I explained all this to [the Staff Support Group] I 
began to see their point of view about how NAP should be 
run. The community representatives were saying: 'We want 
to be more involved. We want NAP to be a community-based 
movement. We don't want the staff doing all the work while 
we sit back and meet once a month, just rubber-stamping and 
looking for more money.'

But [the Staff Support Group] were saying: 'No, you're the 
professionals; you've got to be doing it.' They very 
strongly believed that the service-delivery aspects of NAP 
were the important thing. Unless we got the house functio
ning and the Skills Development running, there was no point 
in trying to do community development.

These observations have been recorded at length because they 
reveal several problems with the Project's management. It has 
been suggested that the Staff Support Group was vital to the 
functioning of the house, not only because the staff were at 
first relatively inexperienced at this type of work, but also 
because good social-work or youth-work practice recommends this 
formal and regular opportunity for professional review. There is 
no doubt that the two supervisors on the SSG were well placed to 
provide it. However, the SSG and the Management Committee took 
conflicting views of the Project's priorities, particularly as 
they affected the Youth Housing Worker. The tension was between 
community development and the household side of service delivery. 
Both were regarded as essential to the NAP model. Five factors 
can be identified as having led to an unsatisfactory outcome:

1. Maintaining a good household environment absorbed the ener
gies of both staff; it was central to the role of the Residen
tial Youth Worker and became more so to the Youth Housing Worker. 
The latter was not encouraged by the SSG to extricate himself 
from this aspect of the work, because the SSG saw its primary 
task as assisting the staff with household management rather than 
reviewing the overall directions and priorities of the project.

2. The SSG's preoccupation with the household dynamics was not 
counter-balanced by the Management Committee. The Committee was 
meeting less frequently and had a more diffuse agenda. The aim 
of strengthening the 'community base' of NAP was a difficult one 
and was never addressed as systematically as the aim of improving 
conditions in the house.

3. There was an underlying tension between the 'professionals' 
and the 'non-professionals' which was never satisfactorily resol
ved. The attempt to put the latter in charge of community deve
lopment (at the AGM) seems to have separated the two groups
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rather than bringing them together to solve the twin problems of 
(i) 'skill transference' between professionals and volunteers, 
and (ii) reviewing the Project's priorities and operationalizing 
its commitment to community development.

At the minimum, this would have meant ensuring that ex-residents 
who wanted it were housed in the locality and remained within a 
'support network' for which NAP took responsibility. But in 
practice the project took little responsibility for ex-residents, 
concentrating instead on the management of the house. Under 
these circumstances, it was inevitable that community development 
would remain an abstraction, or be limited to the question of 
publicity and involvement in regional or State-level bodies.

4. Communication between the SSG and the Committee was poor. 
Again, this reflects a certain mistrust between the professionals 
and the others. One member of the SSG was no longer on the 
Management Committee and had no regular contact with the Chair
man; the other was both pressed for time and reluctant to inter
vene too strongly in the Management Committee since to do so as a 
BSL representative was somewhat contradictory to the idea of 
local community control.

5. The Youth Housing Worker was never in a position to resolve 
the conflicting demands of the job. This must be attributed to 
inexperience at the admittedly delicate task of reconciling the 
immediate pressures of the household with the more abstract 
demand of developing NAP's community base:

And that was due to my failure to integrate what I saw as my 
responsibilities to the Chairman and to the SSG. I should 
have been a lot more assertive in telling them what I 
thought ... If at that time [the end of 1982] I had been 
able to get a few things happening, such as the newsletter, 
we could have turned the project round and made a success of 
it. But by then, the prospect of winding down the project 
caused a sort of paralysis in the Committee - or at least I 
was paralyzed because of the differences within the Commit
tee. I learned a lot from this; I hadn't really worked in 
such a situation with a split committee and people who 
didn't talk to each other enough. I wasn't readly aware of 
these problems: I'm a great deal more sensitive to them 
now.
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Chapter 11: STAFF AND COMITTEE

The project design envisaged a management structure that would 
leave considerable room for self-management by the residents. 
The proposal stated:

A steering committee will be formed, composed of people with 
relevant experience from the local community . . . plus 
representatives of the Brotherhood, the Church of England and 
ARC. The main criterion for selection of committee members 
should be their ability to act as resource people to the 
house when it is properly functioning.

Further insight into this conception can be gained from the paper 
on the Developmental Approach written in May 1981 by the BSL's 
Associate Director of Social Policy and Research:-^

One of the first tasks of the local Steering Committee [of 
NAP] will be to study the proposal, and it will be important 
that the developmental approach is maintained. This will 
require that it is properly understood and that the steering 
committee genuinely wishes to empower young people rather 
than to blame them for their own situation or fear them for 
their violence potential.

And at the first AGM in September 1981 similar sentiments were 
voiced:

Concern was expressed that whichever structure was decided 
upon, the concept of the Committee as a resource/support 
group as promoted in the original proposal should be main
tained. The BSL representative referred back to the original 
proposal in which it was envisaged that the 'committee' would 
be a loose group with skills relevant to the residents, and 
at their disposal, rather than a controlling, management 
group.

In practice, however, the committee operated along much more 
standard lines. There were good reasons for it to do so: it was
the formal manager of the project, entrusted with the funds and 
responsible to the Brotherhood and the Church, and to the Minis
try as owners of the house; it was the formal employer of staff; 
and it consisted of a group of adults with their individual 
differences of approach who were used to operating according to 
the more-or-less formal procedures of a committee. Thus an 
agenda was followed, motions put and minutes circulated. It was 
not a 'loose group at the disposal of the residents'.

The problems connected with the latter concept became apparent at 
the 1981 AGM, when a motion -

'That 3 of the General Committee members be residents' -

was withdrawn after a debate, as the minutes noted:
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Support was expressed for the intent of the amendment - that 
is, ensuring resident particpation in decision making. It 
was, however, pointed out that overly formal committee struc
tures could be intimidating to the residents, and their 
temporary stay could cause continuity problems.

These were not mere rationalizations. Young people such as NAP's 
residents do find adult committees rather intimidating, and poli
teness constrains them from constantly interrupting to find out 
just what is being said or implied. It is very different, of 
course, in a setting such as NAP's House Meetings in which the 
young people are the dominant parties (and in which the youth 
workers speak their language).

One of the residents who attended a couple of committee meetings 
said:

It wasn't bad, but I hated the time when you'd be put on the 
spot and you'd have to say things about the house. I wasn't 
expecting it. I was tense, you know? Everyone sitting 
around me, and I wasn't used to talking in groups.

At the 1982 AGM the constitution was amended so that the commit
tee would include 'a house member who is or has been a resi
dent . . . Representatives shall have full voting rights except 
that the house member shall not vote on matters affecting the 
staff'.

An ex-resident was duly elected, and regularly attended subse
quent meetings. However, in this writer's opinion the meetings 
were not run in such a way as to enable her to participate on 
equal terms with the adults. At the February 1983 meeting 
another resident was co-opted to the committee, but still without 
any real effect on the tenor of proceedings.

Language was also somewhat of a problem among the adult members 
of the management committee. As one manber remarked:

There was never a process by which the professionals said: 
'We're going to go through this proposal and let you know 
completely what's on our minds.' There was no intentional 
educating of the community representatives or handing over to 
them. The Chairman worked hard in reading the NAP design and 
questioning me on it. He suceeded in understanding it by 
being pushy and asking questions. But other people didn't do 
the same. As time passed the use of professional jargon cut 
off communication from the others. It wasn't until the 
professionals left the meeting [in March 1983] that the 
community reps actually began talking freely about NAP.

The Chairman made the same point:

I'm now interested to discover that some members of this 
committee who, it was presumed, couldn't address those issues 
qre now coping with them really very satisfactorily. Formerly
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they couldn't grasp them because of the intangible way such 
issues were presented - whether it was the language used or 
the underlying philosophy. But now the committee can handle 
them because of course it has to handle them.

Chapter 10 suggested that the Staff Support Group came to take on 
an important management function because its two professional 
supervisors had a background in residential work and could give 
necessary guidance to the staff, and because the Management 
Committee seemed pre-occupied with other tasks. But from an
other point of view this deprived the Management Committee of 
opportunities to develop its practical understanding of the pro
ject's service delivery experience. Part of the reason was that 
the staff needed to talk frankly and fairly intensively about the 
household dynamics and get advice on appropriate interventions, 
and this required confidentiality. But having had these discus
sions within the SSG, it no longer seemed very necessary (or 
perhaps even appropriate) to raise the issues in quite the same 
way with the Management Committee. Instead, the Management Com
mittee was relying mainly on written staff reports, which under
standably often presented things in their best light, or made 
muted references to events which at the time had been fairly 
dramatic. For its part the Committee was assuming (correctly) 
that the day-to-day problems of the work were being sorted out in 
the Staff Support Group.

However, the SSG was not the Management Committee, and therefore 
did not attempt to take over the management task of monitoring 
and reviewing the broad directions of the project. And although 
the Committee periodically undertook such a review, little prog
ress was actually made, because (as suggested) the Committee was 
isolated from the project's practical experience at the level of 
the house, and because the money began to run out.

By October 1982 the Committee became aware that its available 
funds would last until only about April 1983. The break in 
momentum that inevitably occurs with committees over the Christ
mas period soon followed. By February it seemed to have been 
generally accepted that the project was coming to some sort of a 
close, at least in its current form, and the committee formally 
set the date for 31 May, 1983.

Arguably, if continued funding had been assured, this would have 
been an opportune time for a major review of the project, after 
eighteen months' experience of running the house. As it was, the 
successors to the Committee did undertake quite a thorough re
view, but the constraints of diminished resources (they were able 
to employ only one part-time worker) meant that few major changes 
were made. Nevertheless, two important changes were that the 
Committee undertook the task of interviewing and selecting resi
dents, and one of the Committee's members was delegated the role 
of 'landlord' responsible for collecting the rent.

Responsibility for collecting the rent had previously lain with 
the staff, although it was not specifically mentioned in the job
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descriptions. The issue was part of the wider question of possi
ble contradictions between two aspects of the staff's roles: the
'landlord' function and the 'welfare' function.

The project design does not seem to have considered whether these 
two functions might be contradictory, even though the proposal 
was clearly aware of the distinction between running a 'welfare' 
project and operating in the 'real world':

One important factor in devising a budget for the program is 
that the younq people living in the house are charged the 
type of rental they will eventually have to pay in the commu
nity.

Every effort should be made to produce a normal living situa
tion rather than a protected artificial environment . . .

Actually, the rents charged were comparable to the rebated rents 
paid by low-income public housing tenants (20 per cent of income) 
rather than the much higher rents prevailing in the private 
market. This arrangement was confirmed in a letter from the 
Ministry m  August 1981, and was in line with the housing poli
cies of organizations such as the Brotherhood and Shelter which 
argue that people should not have to pay more than 20 per cent of 
their incomes in rent and that the public housing system should 
be seen as a freely available, 'non-welfare' alternative to the 
private sector.

The tension between NAP as 'welfare' accommodation and the 'nor
malization' principle was of course inescapable, and it was 
suggested in Chapter 7 that one of the virtues of the project was 
that it recognized and made explicit some of these problems. On 
the question of whether the staff should be responsible for rent, 
two opinions were current.

The Residential Worker:

I made it clear to the Committee that, if they wanted me to 
be a landlord, then I'd be a sympathetic one. I didn't 
believe it should be my role. The worker is supposed to be 
sympathetic; and if a kid comes to you with a problem in his 
finances, then you advise him what he should do. But if you 
are collecting the rent, you can't advise the person. In
stead, the kid begins to avoid you.

The Youth Housing Worker came to agree:

[The project's 'normalization' principle] was intended to 
show the kids that you can collect the rent and still be a 
fair dinkum person; and there was the principle that staff 
are the servants of the Committee and therefore their roles 
can be defined.

65



Often it was an impossible conflict of roles, having the 
duty of rent collecting and also having to advise people 
whether or not they should pay it.

The BSL representative was quite aware of this role conflict, but 
maintained that this was a challenge posed by the real world 
which should not be evaded:

I am sceptical about youth workers copping out of social 
control. It seemed to me that the NAP staff did have a 
social control role; they were exercising it as any youth 
worker does, no matter how convoluted their thinking; so it 
was better to be explicit about it, by collecting the rent 
and establishing some basis of order within the house, just 
as we all have to live, m  a non-anarchist society. Rent 
collecting was the symbolic leading edge of the argument.

Also, my experience in youth welfare institutions was that 
kids respected those adults who knew where they stood, were 
honest with them, and were both compassionate and control
ling. I think we do a lot of harm to kids by creating a mock 
society.

This was the view that prevailed, and after the Youth Housing 
Worker improved the state of the household's book-keeping in mid- 
1982 there was a noticeable diminution in short-falls in the 
rental accounts and other subsidies which the committee was 
meeting.
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Chapter 12: NAP IN THE COMMUNITY

The fifth objective in the project design was:

To help young people develop and/or strengthen their links 
with the community into a support network which will sustain 
them when they move into permanent accommodation.

A footnote added:

This objective supports the argument for a local program and 
acts as a mitigating force against institutionalization of 
the program and dependence of the young people on it.

One of the more powerful myths in the human services field is 
this identification of 'localism' with 'community' and 'support 
networks'. For NAP, the idea was that people living or working 
in the locality could provide personal or organizational support 
to the house's residents and ex-residents. In theory, this has a 
great deal to recommend it. It was fair to assume that NAP's 
residents, like most people of their age, would have few useful 
contacts beyond their friends and relatives, would be ignorant of 
the range of available services and would be unconfident about 
using them.

In practice, it is difficult for a project like NAP to improve 
this state of affairs. In the first place, there is something 
illusory about the concept of a 'local community', insofar as it 
implies a relatively homogeneous 'urban village' where everybody 
knows each other and works towards common goals through suitably 
participatory organizations and informal networks. It is impor
tant not to confuse this ideal with the reality of a suburb like 
Northcote (or any suburb, for that matter) and to suppose that a 
'community' already exists. Young people, especially homeless 
and unemployed young people, are of course relatively isolated 
and excluded from jobs, housing, education, access to the social 
and recreational facilities they would like, and so on. But to 
say that they are isolated from 'the community' can be mis
leading, because in many important ways a community is precisely 
lacking.

Similarly, the concept of a 'support network' needs to be treated 
cautiously. The existence of a network composed of community 
workers and volunteers is no guarantee of its accessibility to 
young people. From their point of view, it may be perceived as 
simply part of 'the system'. Several ex-residents of NAP came 
out with blunt assertions such as 'I don't like social workers'; 
they didn't like teachers, police or the CES, either.

This is of course the very situation which the developmental 
approach tries to tackle. It grew out of a recognition that 
welfare services were part of the system which perpetuates pover
ty and alienation.

67



Thus the task for NAP was to create an environment, centred 
around a housing project, which would not appear to homeless 
young people as just another part of the dominating system. But 
it succeeded only very partially, because the task was far larger 
than the available resources, and because the project never had a 
clear strategy for community development.

Some aspects of NAP's environment
A sharp distinction has to be made between the environment in 
which NAP's staff, volunteers and committee were operating, and 
the environment in which the residents were operating.

For the staff and committee, the salient features of NAP's envi
ronment were the range of organizations in the region with which 
the project had some contact: YASNER (the forum of regional
youth accommodation groups), Northcote Shopfront, ARC, and the 
church communities. These groups formed the support network for 
the project's adult members. Equally, and perhaps more impor
tant, was the wider network of contacts in the fields of youth 
accommodation, social work, youth work, the church, and in gover
nment. In short, the project was quite well connected, despite 
the committee's periodic misgivings about whether NAP had a real 
'community base'.

However, the young people's environment was quite different. The 
fact that they happened to be temporarily living together in the 
house in St George's Road did not immediately make them part of 
the same support network as the adults in the project. It would 
be more accurate to regard their world as being defined in oppo
sition to the adult one. Partly this can be explained in the 
familiar terms of a 'youth sub-culture', but this can be mislea
ding if it suggests a coherent and self-sustaining world view set 
in opposition to the rest of the society. Two things contradict 
this idea of a sub-culture: the fact that these young people's
aspirations are indistinguishable from those of the larger socie
ty (for example, a decent job with the respect and money that 
goes with it; a place of one's own to live; a chance to be 
someone) - and the fact that their very ordinary aspirations are 
being systematically thwarted by that society. The 'independent 
variables' are not to be found within a youth sub-culture, but 
are externally imposed - the structural phenomena of unemploy
ment, poverty and the consequent exclusion from the housing 
market, the education system and so on. To this should be added 
the close scrutiny these young people are under from the police 
and the youth welfare system. Rather than deviant, this youth 
culture should be seen as an exaggeration (and hence an affirma
tion) of the dominant values. This can be seen in the behaviour 
that gets them into trouble with the law: drinking (illegal if 
you're under age), driving (also illegal), hanging around the 
streets with your mates (where else can you go?).

Given these harsh realities, the task of the workers at NAP was 
not to create an alternative, caring community to replace the
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outside world, but at best to mediate, advocate, give some space 
for reflection and offer some alternative ways of looking at 
things. There follow some examples of this approach.

The Residential Worker:

I said to Tracy quite straight forward: 'I can accept
people smoking dope, but I don't accept people OD'ing 
right out in the street. Lots of people smoke dope at home. 
It doesn't concern me, because they control it. But you 
don't control it.' In a normal environment that's a house
hold decision. In terms of self-management it became rather 
confusing for a household like NAP, of course.

Again:

When someone knocked off a car, or when Paul or Brett [both 
unlicensed] bought a car or a motorike, I said quite hones
tly to them: 'Look, they might catch you. Personally I
don't care if you ride a motorbike without a licence. I'm 
more concerned about the people you might run over. I used 
to do it myself when I was a kid, but my responsibility is 
not to allow it to happen. Let's be quite clear about that: 
I can't support you in your actions, even though I quite 
understand the basis for them. So if I catch you riding 
your bike up the street, I'm going to call the cops. You 
might call me a bastard after I've done it, but that's the 
way it is.'

In actual fact I got right through to them in this way. And 
even if they still did it when I wasn't there, at least they 
accepted the basis of my point. Brett continued to do it, 
but Paul sold his car the next day.

What did the Management Committee think of this style of youth 
work?

Those sort of things had to be hushed up. They can't be 
recorded as NAP's achievements. You couldn't say: 'Tracy 
has now controlled her dope smoking. Paul has now developed 
control over driving his car without a licence. Brett 
actually rides his unregistered motorbike only on a Sunday.'

A lot of people wouldn't see all this as an achievement. 
It's like trying to explain to a cop that it's only part of 
growing up. They'd say: 'But it's against the law. They've 
got to be locked up. They're uncontrollable.'

From my point of view, in terms of skills development and 
self-management, the question was whether they were accoun
table to the group and could talk as a group. If they were, 
then that had some impact on their behaviour in the outside 
environment.
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The Youth Housing Worker had a similar perspective:

When Brett kept roaring up and down the street on his 
motor-bike, I confronted him with a choice: either he
should give me control over the bike (in which case I would 
stick up for him if he had trouble with the police); or he 
could decide to keep his freedom to ride it whenever he 
liked - 'but if I see you riding it in the street I'll ring 
the cops, because I'm just Joe Citizen. You can choose the 
way you want it to be.'

But it was never really thought out - whether the staff 
should stand in a supportive or an authority relation to the 
kids. With Paul and his car we handled it differently 
again. We told him frankly what his liability would be if 
his mate were to prang the car. Paul then went and paced up 
and down the footpath, nervous as hell, waiting for his car 
to be returned.

It really showed that, once he understood the consequences 
of his action, and once he had been given a framework in 
which he could analyze it and ask himself questions like 
'Does Batty have a licence? Do I trust my friend?' - he was 
able to act responsibly. In doing so, he also showed so 
deeply just what owning that car really meant to him. I 
learned something: previously I had been very critical of
him buying the car, but now I could see that its purchase 
was perfectly understandable.

It was always difficult to know when offering this support was
encouraging too much dependence:

If they have a problem, it's always a major catastrophe to 
them at that time. For you to say to them 'I'll see you 
tomorrow at nine o'clock' becomes discouraging. Of course, 
it's important to get them to realize that you can't always 
see them immediately, but that takes time. Tracy got to 
that position. At first everything was a major catastrophe 
that had to be talked about immediately, but after a while 
she would say: 'No, I don't want to talk now; I'll think
it over and I'll see you tomorrow morning.'

If you don't respond immediately, something might happen. 
For example, a kid might want to talk about a house he has 
just robbed. Or about how to avoid pressure he's getting 
from his peer group to do something. What if you say, 'No, 
wait until tomorrow' when he's meeting this gang at ten 
o'clock that night and is confused about what to do . . .?

Sometimes a kid would say to me: 'Look, I want you to tell
me I can't go out.' (Because I can't control the environ
ment I'm in.) At first I'd tell them I didn't think it was 
quite right, but then I realized it was really important 
because it would establish a relationship and an understan
ding. Whereupon I'd answer the front door and say: 'Sorry,
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he's not allowed out tonight because he didn't come home and 
do the dishes.'

Doing this gives the person more control over the situation. 
And after a while they created their own penalty; they'd go 
to the front door themselves and say: 'I was supposed to do 
this and I have to do it before I go, so I can't go out just 
now.'

Encouraging independence also means accepting bad decisions:

Everyone's expectation is that young people will grow up 
much faster than they do. That's ludicrous, or I think it 
is. Kids like these have to make the same mistakes over and 
over again before they can learn. What they need is someone 
they can just talk to.

For instance, Rick rings me up all the time. [Rick is 
intellectually a bit slow. He lived at NAP for five 
months.] Even though I tell him: 'Look, Rick, I wish you 
wouldn't ring me all the time. If you ring me again I'm 
going to pull your ears off.' I get a bit annoyed because 
he'll keep ringing me about the same problem. I tell him: 
'You've got to learn to face those decisions for yourself. 
Now, I want you to make a decision without ringing me 
first.' So once he did make a decision without telling me. 
Later he rang me to say: 'Well, I did what you told me. I 
just hope I've done the right thing!'

When the staff's efforts to support a young person in an essen
tially hostile environment seemed to fail, it was difficult for 
the staff not to feel personally responsible. The Youth Housing 
Worker m  particular came to realize that there were objective 
limits on what could be achieved:

Our expectations were so high - this great developmental 
model - that we weren't able to recognize the small things 
that were really significant. A good example was when Paul 
was finally defeated by school, and he kicked and smashed a 
paling off the house. He was also in legal trouble and he'd 
blown his cheque on the car . . . and got evicted from NAP. 
All his plans had come crashing down.

We took him back to [the hostel]. I was feeling terrible; 
I felt the project had failed him. I could see in retros
pect that we should have stuck up for him against the school 
a lot more strongly. Anyhow, [the hostel's worker] sat down 
and talked to him about it all, and said: 'All right, what's 
the situation? You've blown a cheque on a car: $400, 
right? And you're up on a small charge. There's no way 
they're going to make that stick m  court: they're just 
trying to harass you. Your situation at NAP has fallen 
down: you've damaged the house and they've kicked you out. 
Fine. What's wrong with all that? You're not going back 
inside. You haven't done anything serious; you haven't
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done any big burgs. You've done a bit of minor vandalism and 
you've been stupid with a cheque. But - you've lived at NAP 
for five months. That's longer than you've lived anywhere 
else. You've got back into school; you still want to be 
there. I think you've achieved a lot.'

His judgement on the situation was a hell of a lot more 
positive than ours, because his expectations of kids were a 
lot more realistic and he could see the good things that 
Paul had been able to achieve. And he was able to turn Paul 
around to a position where he had a much more positive out
look on the whole thing. Paul had gone into a real tail- 
spin, and Dave was able to say: 'You've achieved something. 
You've set out and tried to do something and failed; fair 
enough. Pick yourself up and keep going. Life's tough.'

If we'd been more attuned to the small things, and shifted 
the focus of the scale much more into the kids' own domain 
of interests, then it could have been a lot more rewarding 
for us.

The Residential Worker seems to have been more deliberate about 
setting limits to intervention, partly for self-preservation and 
partly because he interpreted 'self-management' to mean that, 
where possible, direct dealings between the residents and other 
people were desirable. The way he handled the question of NAP's 
immediate neighbours is instructive:

I had a policy of never saying anything to neighbours. If 
the neighbours came to complain to me, I'd say: 'Yes, I 
understand your point, but how about confronting the kids 
with it?'

The best results came from the next door neighbour, who 
happens to be a Painter and Docker. Very aggressive sort of 
bloke. The kids were playing up and making a noise, so he 
said to me: 'Look, I'm not too happy about this . . .' I 
said, 'I think the best way is for you to have a word with 
them. I could do it instead if you want me to, but I don't 
think it's the best way. They'll just wait till I've gone 
home. The best way is for you to knock on the door. Be 
aggressive, as a neighbour should be, and say to the kids 
what you as a neighbour expect.' He said, 'Okay. I'll try 
that. But,' he says, 'they better not get angry, because I 
get very nasty.' I said, 'Well, that's acceptable. If they 
want to be unsympathetic to your cause, that's their hang
up.'

Anyway, I heard a noise one weekend. He had come up and 
knocked on the front door and was saying to the kids: 'Now 
look here, youse. You've been living here three months: 
I've been living here ten years. I've never had any prob
lems with my neighbours - except for you people. Now I 
expect a bit of understanding.' And the kids said: 'Oh! We
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didn't know you were there! We've never seen you so we 
didn't kind of worry about you. Look, we're really sorry.'

What happened after that was that they developed a really 
great relationship! A few weekends later it got to the 
point where the guy used to call in and ask: 'Are you going 
all right? If you have any problems just give us a yell 
next door and I'll come and help you out.' One Saturday 
night he came in for a cup of coffee with the kids. And 
they didn't have a potato masher, because someone had broken 
it. He says, 'Hang on a moment: I've got one inside that 
you can have.' When he returned he told them to keep it.

So they established a really good relationship with him. 
And even when the kids changed over, he continued the rela
tionship; like, he'd stick his head over the back fence and 
say, 'Hi, how are you?' Even though at times the kids would 
jump his back fence. At one point he said: 'The next 
person who jumps my back fence, I'm going to break their 
nose.' But at least he established a more honest, direct 
relationship. I mean, I never had to deal with him after 
that. He got on quite well with Kate: when the baby was 
due he gave her some clothes. Bits and pieces . . . perso
nal sort of contact with the other kids. He gave them a 
wardrobe at some stage.

With the service station over the road, it was much diffe
rent. They weren't used to confronting the kids. So they 
used to keep complaining to us staff. I could never get 
through to the boss there: he believed that we (the staff) 
were there as the parent and we should be able to punch them 
in the nose or whatever. But with the other blokes, we'd 
say: 'If the kids cause you problems, you should go over 
and tell them.'

They used to do it, too. But the boss used to get aggres
sive, which would just aggravate even more trouble. So they 
often had an unsettling relationship. I mean, when you 
start swearing at each other outside windows, and threaten 
to punch each other's heads . . .  it just got out of hand. 
But I think it was started by the neighbours not being more 
direct.

After a while, when the boss wasn't there, they started to 
get on quite well. I'd never known the garage to ever give 
credit to anybody, but now the kids were allowed to go over 
there, say, the day before their dole cheques arrived, and 
get a packet of smokes or something.

And when Brett was riding his motorbike up and down . . . 
Brett came into the service station for petrol one day. 
Tony (the mechanic) says, 'I don't like working twelve hours 
a day as it is, and I can't handle a motorbike riding up the 
street at nine o'clock at night when I've got my last couple
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of hours to go. If you don't stop it, I'm going to go for 
you with a four-by-four!'

I thought that was a really good approach, where he took it 
up himself and never mentioned to us that he had any prob
lems. Brett respected him, in a sense. Probably half 
scared of him, and half respect.

It was no good having the kids coming and complaining to us, 
either. At one stage they were complaining that the garage 
had too many customers, and they were sick of headlights 
shining through the bedroom windows. I had to explain that 
they were running a business; it's a service station and 
people have to drive with their lights on. 'And remember - 
you cut down all the trees. They used to block the windows: 
perhaps that was why they were there!

Two other aspects of NAP's environment should be noted: the 
relationship with the squat, and the way NAP's residents felt 
about using the local community services. The Youth Housing 
Marker:

There was a triangle formed by NAP, the squat and Fintry 
Bank, and the kids were shuttling between the three. The 
kids from NAP used to come back from the squat saying: 
'Isn't it filthy! Can you imagine living there . . . yuk!' 
Then after dinner we'd ask: 'Where are you going?' - 'Oh, 
down the squat.' So there was a love/hate relationship. 
The squat was quite anarchistic. Part of the attraction was 
the sense of freedom: living a Robin Hood existence in this 
old house. The derelict house next door had a couple of 
alcoholic men living in it, which was part of the romance - 
but there was also a very real sense of freedom.

Once I went down there and saw Alana, a kid who's been 
right through the refuge network - fairly manic depressive. 
She showed me the kitchen. The house is absolutely decre
pit; it's twenty feet from the train line. She said: 
'Come and see how I've cleaned up the kitchen!' Well, there 
was no water, no power, no back door, no stove, what's left 
of half a cupboard hanging on one wall - and the entire 
eastern wall facing the train line was missing. Just the 
studs; they'd broken all the boards off to burn for cook
ing, you see. And there wasn't a thing in the kitchen - 
just completely bare.

Well, she'd swept and mopped the lino; she'd dusted down 
the walls, and where the back door was the rubbish piled 
inches high. A sea of muck spread over the yard. But there 
was a real pride in the house; she took me on a tour and 
told me how she wanted to fix it up. There was no glass in 
the windows; they had nailed sheets of polythene over them 
to keep the weather out. But there were a whole lot of 
positive things in the midst of all this; if they'd had the
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resources, they could have done a lot. They did have the 
creativity and the sense of ownership.

To work on a project like that would have given you a funda
mentally different relationship to the kids, because you 
would have been assisting them achieve their grand design.

The next time I visited the squat, there was nobody there. 
I walked through; the kitchen was dirty again, and on the 
back path near the rubbish someone had taken a can of spray 
foam and written HELP! on the path. I thought: that's about 
it, isn't it? They really have these ambitions. This is 
what they're reduced to, but they still feel they own it 
. . .  It was an amazing place.

The squat was an extreme example of self-help, away from adult 
interference; but it had a precarious existence and never 
received the minimum assistance it would have needed to survive 
as a viable housing option. It was a symbol of the gulf that NAP 
was trying to bridge.

The other dimension of this gulf was the difficulty NAP had in 
overcoming the young people's resistance to using the community 
services which were available. These included a community health 
service and a financial counselling service based at the North- 
cote Shopfront; CYSS; and the Action and Resource Centre (ARC) 
where there was a legal worker as well as recreational activi
ties. Both the Financial Counsellor and the Community Health 
Nurse came to NAP to participate in the Skills Development Prog
ram (see Chapter 9), and on more than one occasion the NAP staff 
sent residents over to see these workers. An example was Ross, 
who had money problems:

What happened was that Ross fell off his horse and broke 
his leg. Six weeks in plaster created a habit of sleeping 
in all day. He lost his incentive. And he was up to his 
neck in hock: he had his stereo, his saddle and his horse. 
When he was working he could financially afford to pay all 
those off, but when he wasn't, he couldn't.

So Ross fell behind in his rent:

You'd have guys like Ross, who owed $130 and didn't have a 
cent to his name ... I was in the position of personally 
feeling like saying to Ross: 'Forget it. The project 
doesn't need the money; that should be the least of your 
worries. Get your hire purchase under control first.' But 
also feeling I had a duty to my employers to ask for the 
money, because even at that stage the Chairman was aware 
that the funding was running out. . .

What I actually did was to say: 'All right. This is the 
position: you've got to work out what you're doing about 
the money.' I typed out a Rent Statement and said:
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'That's how much you owe, okay? Now go and see [the Finan
cial Counsellor] and work out with her what to do.'

Well, she rang me and said: 'Look, I don't think he can pay 
his rent.' So I said: 'Fine, on your advice, we'll forget 
about it.'

However, these instances were sporadic, and it cannot be said 
that NAP created a good system of links between its residents and 
the local community services, with one significant exception - 
the Action and Resource Centre. As the Resident Worker noted:

When we established contacts with [the Community Nurse] even 
though she spent a great deal of time at NAP, few of the 
kids ever actually went to see her at the Community Health 
Centre - even when we suggested that they should. But they 
would go down to ARC - not to talk about their problem, but 
just to call in. They must have identified ARC as an 'unof
ficial' place, not as an agency or a system.

It was the same with Northcote Shopfront. I asked the kids: 
'What's different? What makes you go to ARC more than you go 
there?' They'd say: 'Well, we like the place: it's a much 
more homely sort of place. At least you can swear down 
there, or feel you can.'

I was quite fascinated: even though we had these resource 
people from Northcote coming down and talking to the kids, 
the kids weren't going to see them. They felt they couldn't 
contact them afterwards, but they could contact Ruby Canham 
at ARC. I don't know whether it was because they knew some
one at ARC - which would have played some part in it, be
cause I find that people generally go to a place once they 
hear about it word-of-mouth - or whether it's a more homely 
place where they feel they can just walk in and out as they 
please. At Northcote Shopfront or CYSS or whatever they 
feel they can't do that: it's much more structured.

The Youth Housing Worker had the same explanation:

Tracy still baby-sits tor [the Financial Counsellor] at the 
Shopfront. But the Shopfront is therapy-oriented: you go 
there only if you need something such as financial counsel
ling or information. You've got to go in to see someone, 
whereas ARC is much more 'this is our place, we're on 
about having recreation together, information swapping, and 
so on.' The ARC methodology of working with kids does reso
nate with what's going on at NAP.

To sum up: The project design had the right aim ('helping young 
people develop and/or strengthen their links with the community') 
but under-estimated the resources that this would entail, given 
that 'the community' is itself something which has to be created.
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Unfortunately, the project did not develop a workable strategy 
for community development which would capitalize on such resour
ces as there were. More time should have been put into expan
ding the project's access to the public and private housing 
markets so that more ex-residents could remain in some sort of 
contact with the project. The immediate environment - the house
hold's neighbours - can be regarded as having been successfully 
handled, given the potential clashes of 'life-styles'. However, 
the local community services seem to have remained inaccessible 
to NAP's residents despite the contacts that were established by 
the staff. The notable exception was the Action and Resource 
Centre which was not perceived as part of 'the system'.

Two other crucial aspects of the young people's environment - 
school and work - were largely beyond the project's control. 
Because NAP was a housing project, the design had little to say 
about this. The staff were certainly prepared to help residents 
find jobs, or (as in Paul's case) to intervene with school 
teachers. However, the environment within the house was not 
particularly conducive to either study or early rising. If the 
project were to substantially improve its residents' access to 
education and work, a more deliberate strategy (and greater 
resources) would have been necessary.
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Chapter 13: ACCOMMODATION AFTER NAP
The fourth objective in the project design was:

To improve the access of disadvantaged unemployed young 
people to the community's permanent accommodation resources 
by developing a network of accommodation alternatives, and 
providing information and funds to enable their utilization.

The community's 'permanent accommodation resources' can be clas-
sified as:

1. Home ownership

2. Private rental

3. Public housing

4. Private boarding

These four tenure forms in Northcote will be surveyed briefly in 
Chapter 14.

Acconmodation patterns of NAP residents

Having seen what the community had to offer in the way of options 
for independent living, it is sobering to discover that only four 
of NAP's residents actually moved into any of these types of 
accommodation. The other 19 remained in limbo - eight went back 
to live with their parents or relatives, one fluctuated between 
private boarding arrangements, five went to hostels or refuges, 
one ended up in a caravan park in Queensland, and the whereabouts 
of three were unknown. One continued to live at NAP.

1. From NAP to independent accommodation
The four 'success stories' were all young women. Whether this 
signifies anything is hard to say. They were aged 16, 17, 18 and 
19. One was living on a Ward's Allowance and attending school; 
two were on Unemployment Benefit; one was receiving Supporting 
Parents Benefit. Their profiles were as follows:

Helen: Aged 17. Left school in 1980 with Fourth Form; worked
in various jobs (health food for a week; Hot Bread for four 
months; jewellers for five to six months). Did an EPUY course 
in child care. She had a background of family conflict; she left 
home a month before coming to NAP, via a refuge in the North East 
Region. She was on Unemployment Benefit while at NAP, and worked 
voluntarily as an actress with a children's theatre company. She 
lived at NAP for six months. The staff suggested she investi
gate the rental market (as part of the Skills Program); this 
enabled her to find a flat on her own initiative to share with a
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friend. She was good at budgetting on $36 a week, and was re
puted to have a three-figure bank account.

Kate: Aged 18. Abandoned by her mother at the age of three 
and placed in long-term foster care with her sister. She had 
poor relations with the foster parents. She left school in 1980 
with Form 5 and worked as a live-in help with a family for six 
months. She moved into a house in Preston with friends for three 
months, then on-and-off with her father and sister for a month. 
She heard about NAP through a social worker friend of NAP's first 
Community Worker. She had become pregnant to her boyfriend and 
wanted to live at NAP until she had the child. She lived at NAP 
for seven months; six weeks after the child was born she moved 
into a Housing Commission flat, but six weeks later she moved 
back to NAP because of violent behaviour by her boyfriend. After 
two months she moved into a high-rise flat. She was receiving 
Supporting Parents Benefit of $74 a week. Rent $20. She has now 
lived there for twelve months.

Tracy: Aged 16, a State Ward, she had left home at the age of 
10, had lived in three different hostels or cottage homes, and 
had been in private board for 18 months before coming to NAP when 
that arrangement broke down. She stayed at NAP for nearly 10 
months until the temporary closure of the project in May 1983. 
She then found a flat in Richmond with another young woman; five 
months later this broke down and she moved in with Kate. She 
was doing Form 5 at a technical school, and receiving a Ward's 
Allowance. A few months later she was accepted as a tenant in 
another shared household under the Youth Housing Program.

Jenny: Aged 19. First left home at 15; very difficult relations 
with her mother. She has a two year old child, but her mother is 
bringing it up. Her mother accuses her of having abandoned the 
child, but Jenny claims she went to stay at NAP in order to prove 
she was capable of raising the child. She had previously lived 
at another refuge for two months and with her aunt in West 
Australia before that. She stayed at NAP for eight weeks; she 
left because of disputes with staff. She and a girlfriend moved 
into a Fitzroy rooming-house for six months, at $30 a double. 
They moved into another rooming-house, then they started travel
ling north. They had to return to Melbourne for a court case. 
Then they lived in a Carlton squat for a month until it got 
burned down. They found their current house in Abbotsford via a 
youth housing service; $85 between three people. The Ministry 
of Housing paid $600 for the bond and rent in advance. Jenny is 
not currently working, but used to spray-paint heels in a shoe 
factory. She is thinking of doing an EPUY course.

Stability? It can been seen that two of these young women (Tracy 
and Jenny) are surviving rather precariously, but, like the other 
two, they do seem to have the skills and determination to main
tain their independence. In this regard, their main problem is 
financial, although Jenny clearly has a great deal of psychologi
cal work ahead of her in order to resolve her relations with her 
child and her mother.
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2. Back to the Family
Whereas only one of the young women described above had been 
living with her parents immediately before NAP (Helen), this was 
true of seven of the eight people who went from NAP back to their 
family. Their ages ranged from sixteen to nineteen. Some exam
ples:

Grant: Aged 17. Completed only Grade 6 at a Special School. 
Moved house many times in childhood. He left home to get away 
from fights with his mother and brother. Before arriving at NAP, 
he was living on-and-off with his mother, and at a friend's place 
and in old cars, on the top of HCV flats, or wherever. He stayed 
at NAP for six weeks; he left after his money was stolen. He 
negotiated a return home with his mother, after his step-father 
left and is still living there, with minor problems.

Alan: Aged 17. He had been living at home with his parents. 
He left school during Form 5. Violent episodes directed against 
his father brought him into contact with a psychiatric clinic. 
The social worker there suggested he try living independently at 
NAP. His parents agreed. But the NAP staff came to the conclu
sion that he didn't want to be there: he did odd things like 
lighting small fires in his bedroom. He went back home after five 
weeks. Outbursts against father continued. On one occasion his 
mother had to call the police. Nine months after leaving NAP he 
became determined to find a job, and succeeded: apprentice 
dental technician ($169). He is still living at home, apparently 
calmly.

Dale: Aged 16, he had poor relations with his parents (sepa
rated). He had previously lived in several refuges on and off. 
He stayed at NAP for five months, and attended EPUY. Then he got 
into trouble with missing cheques. He left NAP in dispute with 
the staff, and went back to his mother; it was very strained at 
first, but seems to have improved now (twelve months later). He 
is still unemployed, but hopes to get a job, save money and 
share a flat or house with a friend.

Troy: Aged 18. He had been in private board some months before 
coming to NAP. He left school in 1981 during Form 4 and worked 
for seven months as a truck jockey. Unemployed while at NAP. He 
stayed at NAP for fourteen weeks - partly because he needed an 
address for a court case. He seemed more interested in hockey 
than NAP's skills development program. His father (a small 
businessman) maintained contact with NAP staff. Then he disap
peared from NAP and went to live with his mother. He was still 
at home eleven months later.

Lisa: Aged 19. Bad relations with her father and grand
mother. She had left school after Form 4. She shared a flat 
with her sister for a month, then went home for a month, then to 
NAP, having been referred to NAP by a hospital social worker. 
She stayed at NAP for six months. She attended an EPUY program 
and worked as an op-shop volunteer for six months. After comple-
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and worked as an op-shop volunteer for six months. After comple
ting EPUY, she got a few weeks' Work Experience at a garment 
wholesalers. She left NAP after a dispute over rent: she wanted 
to save the money to travel to Queensland. She went home for 
three weeks; then to Queensland; then shared a flat with an
other ex-resident for a short time; then home to parents; then 
(having become pregnant) went to a maternity home for six weeks; 
then back home; then to another maternity home where she had the 
child.

3. From NAP to other refuges or hostels
Four people went from NAP to another youth welfare service. All 
but one had very short stays at NAP (3, 3, 12 and 24 weeks). All 
were males. The age range was typical. One was under a 
Supervision Order; one was on probation. All four were 
evicted from NAP.

Peter: Aged 16. Abandoned school after Form 3. After he left 
his parents, he stayed with his older brother for a few weeks; 
then stayed at a youth refuge for eight weeks. He stayed at NAP 
for only three weeks. While there, the staff got him a part-time 
job ($90 a week) with the Guide Dog Association, but he left 
after three weeks. Damage to the house and hitting another 
resident caused the staff to evict him. He was referred to 
another refuge, who found him private board in Fitzroy for four 
months. He subsequently called in at NAP twice for housing 
information. He was later heard to be in a Sydney refuge.

John: Aged 17. Left home because of family conflict; went to 
a refuge which referred him to NAP. While there he was working 
as a railway clerk ($106). Left school in 1978 with Form 3. He 
stayed at NAP for only three weeks; evicted for causing damage 
to the house. He returned to the referring refuge.

Brett: Aged 16. He had been a State Ward since the age of 
three. He had lived in a Children's Home until the age of 11; 
then a family group home for two years; then for three and a 
half years in various youth welfare institutions. He came to NAP 
from one of these, 'because everyone's been making decisions for 
me - I want to make a life for myself'. But he lasted only three 
weeks and was evicted because of unsatisfactory behaviour. Re
ferred back to the same hostel, which sent him via a refuge to 
another hostel. He had completed Form 4, had worked for a few 
weeks as a factory hand assembling vans, but wanted to do horti
culture.

Paul: Aged 19. Brought up m  Children's Homes; graduated to 
Youth Training Centres. He was on probation while at NAP. He 
had been referred to NAP from a hostel which acts as a half-way 
house for young offenders. He had completed Form 3 in 1979. Then 
he worked in factories (12 months; 3 months) between periods of 
unemployment. He decided to return to school (Form 5) while at 
NAP, but was expelled against his will. He lived at NAP for six 
months; evicted for unsatisfactory behaviour (for example, fail
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ing to control his friends). NAP referred "him back to the 
hostel, which arranged private board in a community house.

4. From NAP to private board

Rick: Aged 16, mildly retarded. He left home in search of
more independence from his mother. Before coming to NAP, he 
lived for a couple of months at a friend's mother's place. He 
stayed for ten weeks, then returned to informal board for twelve 
weeks; then came back to NAP for another ten weeks. He was 
eventually evicted for behaviour. After a couple of weeks in a 
hostel and a refuge, he took up private board with a sympathetic 
adult in Thornbury. When interviewed, he was hoping to find an 
independent flat. He had worked at a bicycle factory for two 
years, then at various jobs which lasted only a few days.

5. From NAP to a caravan park

Andrea: Aged 16. First left home nine months before coming to
NAP. She had spent two days in a hostel; lived with a friend's 
family for four months; went back to her family for three 
months; stayed at a refuge for five weeks; referred to NAP by 
the refuge. She had left school during Form 3 when she left 
home. She was then unemployed for seven months; worked at a 
cane factory (with some training) for three months and found a 
waitressing job while at NAP. She stayed at NAP for four weeks. 
She left to travel to Queensland with her boyfriend. Three 
months later, she was living in a caravan in Rockhamptom ($67 a 
week, including TV). 'My income is not high enough to live on 
($40), but my boyfriend is a chef so we're managing very comfor
tably. '

6. Whereabouts uncertain

Sandra: Aged 16. Ward of the State (apparently for her own
protection after violence from her mother). She had lived in 
Children's Homes, hostels and private board. She was referred to 
NAP from a refuge, and stayed for six months. She tended to 
cause trouble with other residents. Occasionally visited by her 
mother and sister. She was asked to leave NAP when six months 
had elapsed. Now believed to be living with her sister. Has 
since had a child. Unemployed while at MAP; she had previously 
worked at a shoe factory.

Lou: Aged 17. Left school in 1979 with Form 2. Worked in his
father's factory for two and a half years. For three months 
before coming to NAP he was living on-and-off with friends or 
father. Referred to NAP from a refuge, he stayed for nine weeks. 
He then left, and was believed to have gone fruit-picking.

Matt: Aged 17. Rajected by his mother. He had spent two and a
half years in a boys' home; then one and a half years with his 
grandmother; fourteen months with a friend; then another month 
with his grandmother. After three weeks in a refuge he was

82



on probation for various small offences. The refuge got him a 
job as a trainee bicycle fitter, but he had no real commitment 
and abandoned it. Stayed at NAP for three weeks. Evicted when 
he lost this job. The staff sent him back to his mother, but she 
refused to take him. It is not known where he went, but twelve 
months later his grandmother reported he had just been sent to a 
Youth Training Centre.

Dan: Aged 15. Ward of State. He had spent eight years in
foster homes, a Youth Training Centre, and more recently with his 
mother. However, he didn't get on with his mother, and came to 
NAP in order to learn to live independently. He had left school 
after Form 2. He had worked casually at a fish shop. While at 
NAP, he worked for one day as a cleaner. He stayed at NAP for 
two months. Then, when he had to go to the Children's Court in 
connection with an offence from the previous year, he got nervous 
and decided to make a run for it.

Discussion
Reading through these very abbreviated profiles reveals many* 
common elements - too many, perhaps, to support the categories 
which have been used above. The most general pattern is:

Stage 1. Living at home with parents up to early adolescence.

Stage 2. Conflict with parents results in one or more attempts 
to leave home at 14-16.

Abandonment of secondary school at around Form 4. 

Short-term unskilled jobs but mostly unemployed.

Stage 3. Accommodation in NAP, often as just one of several 
temporary arrangements.

Inconclusive attempts at further training such as EPUY 
and SYETP.

Stage 4a Continued instability in living arrangements. Still 
unemployed. Will try moving back home, but unlikely 
to stay for long because underlying conflicts still 
exist and ultimate ambition is independence.

OR
4b Precarious independence achieved, if income is high 

enough and sufficient skills have been acquired.

The other dominant pattern is:
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Stage 1. Early involvement in youth welfare system, for what
ever cause.

Foster care, hostels, etc.

Stage 2. During adolescence, conflict with 'the system' leads 
to further involvement in Youth Training Centres, 
Children's Court cases, etc.

Education stops at Form 3 or 4.

Stage 3. Accommodation at NAP seen as a way of extricating 
oneself from 'the system' and achieving independence.

Alternatively, NAP may be seen as just another welfare 
option.

Stage 4. No significant change. Still caught up in the system. 

Mostly unemployed.

The available data suggest that any more detailed classification 
would have limited value. The profiles given above show that 
assigning individuals to these categories is rather arbitrary, 
depending upon both the time-span chosen and the judgement made 
as to the significance of any particular housing arrangement. 
For example, Lisa was judged as having returned home because when 
interviewed she had been living at home for several months and, 
from conversation, did not seem likely to make the considerable 
effort required to live independently; but it was not improbable 
that her relations.with her father would deteriorate again and 
cause her to move out of home again. Also, a different im
pression might have been gained if she had been interviewed 
earlier when staying at the maternity home - or later, when she 
was again living at another maternity home.

Andrea was classified above as having achieved 'precarious inde
pendence' because she seemed to be managing well with her boy
friend in a Queensland caravan park. But given her youth (16 
years) it would not be surprising if she was again forced to turn 
to a youth refuge if for some reason the arrangement fell 
through.

These uncertainties are not due to insufficient data, but are an 
essential part of the phenomenon. They could be cleared up if a 
much longer time-scale was used - say, five years - but this was 
not possible in the present study. In other words, nearly all 
the young people who passed through the Northcote Accommodation 
Project must be regarded as still being in limbo.
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Achieving independence: Why did so few of NAP's residents seem 
to have achieved independent accommodation? There are several 
inter-locking reasons:

1. The instability of the NAP household and the relatively short 
stay of most residents. It was shown in Chapter 6 that the 
median stay was only twelve weeks. Those who do seem to have 
achieved independent accommodation generally stayed for longer: 
Helen (6 months), Kate (7 months), Tracy (10 months); but Jenny 
stayed for only eight weeks. Also, three people who stayed for 
more than twenty-one weeks did not achieve independence (Rick, 
Paul and Lisa). Nevertheless, it is safe to generalize that NAP's 
objective of providing stable accommodation for at least six 
months was the correct one. Only one person who stayed for less 
than six months can be regarded as having thereafter succeeded in 
living independently (Jenny) and she had the advantage of age 
(being nineteen). Whether people should have been encouraged to 
leave after six months is another question.

2. The high rate of turnover in NAP (see Chapter 5) meant that 
the staff had little time to help people find suitable accom
modation. Instead, the atmosphere in the house was often one of 
'crisis management'. It has been suggested that both staff, 
contrary to the project design's intentions, became primarily 
concerned with the household dynamics. Getting the Skills Prog
ram working also absorbed a lot of energy, so that attention was 
diverted from the 'housing officer' role. A pattern emerged in 
which tensions would build up between residents, and between 
residents and staff; failure to co-operate with staff in the 
skills program could itself be a cause of tension. The question 
would be resolved by the sudden departure of the individual 
(whether or not evicted) - but there was no time for the staff 
and the individual to plan an orderly transition to some more 
permanent housing arrangement. Of course, there were several 
cases in which a person's sudden departure had little to do with 
NAP itself (for example, Dan, Troy, Grant, Alison, Alan).

3. The household does not seem to have been stable enough for two 
or more individuals to arrange to move out into shared accommoda
tion. This would have had financial advantages, making the pri
vate rental market a more accessible option. However, it is not 
really legitimate for an outsider to judge whether this was a 
real possibility for any of the young people who happened to find 
themselves in NAP. All that can be said is that it didn't hap
pen, and it does not seem to have been an option which the staff 
were consciously working towards.

4. Lack of 'living skills'. Although it is quite plausible to 
conclude that a number of young people failed to achieve indepen
dence because they lacked the necessary skills, there is a great 
deal of circularity in such a conclusion. One way to avoid the 
problem is to distinguish between these three issues:

(a) Some young people were simply not suited to a project
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like NAP. Some of those with institutional backgrounds, 
or from home environments in which they had never had to 
look after themselves, found it difficult to respond 
positively to NAP's characteristic mixture of self- 
determination and staff control. It is tempting, but 
probably unrealistic, to conclude that the project needed 
a better method of screening people. It is not possible 
at this stage to offer any better objective criteria for 
such a screening process. The practice of a trial period 
of residence (say, two weeks) is one solution, though at 
the cost of some instability.

(b) The point above assumes that a person who could not 
survive satisfactorily in NAP would have even poorer 
chances in completely independent housing. But for some 
young people this may not be true. And, quite apart from 
skill levels, there is the question of compatibility of 
house manbers with each other.

(c) To an extent that is probably under-estimated in the 
youth housing field, shared living itself demands a high 
level of skill in handling relationships. This perhaps 
explains why most ex-residents said their ideal would be 
to find a flat on their own or with one other person. 
Thus, there is a certain anomaly in a project like NAP 
expecting that inexperienced young people will first 
learn living skills in the more demanding environment of 
a shared household.

5. Lack of suitable housing options. This must be regarded as 
the most significant factor working against NAP's residents. 
Given their very low incomes, they could not gain access to the 
private rental market. As the following section will show, other 
housing options (especially public housing and private board) 
were also extremely limited.
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Chapter 14: HOUSING OPTIONS IN NORTHCOTE

The three options to be considered are the private rental market, 
the public housing system, and private boarding arrangements. The 
main source material is a report to Council produced by North- 
cote's Social Worker in 1982.^

1. Home Ownership: This is the largest tenure form in
Northcote, comprising around 66 per cent of the suburb's 19,200 
occupied dwellings. Much of the stock is Victorian or Edwardian, 
and the suburb is well serviced by public transport and shops, 
and comparatively close to Melbourne. For these reasons it has 
been experiencing a boom in 'gentrification' as young professio
nals move in. A survey by the Real Estate and Stock Institute in 
1983 showed that Northcote had had Melbourne's largest proportio
nal rise in house prices over the previous 12 months. The effects 
of this on the private rental market are considered below.

Home ownership was of course not an option for any of NAP's ex
residents.

2. The private rental market: In 1976, Northcote had 6,002 ren
tal dwellings, or 32 per cent of stock. The Social Worker's 
report stated:

On the face of it, it would appear that there was no shortage 
of rental accommodation.

The above figures do not, however, take into account the 
demand for rental accommodation. In order to develop some 
understanding of the demand, seven of Northcote's largest 
Real Estate Agencies were contacted . . . All agencies said 
that the rental market was very tight and demand was excee
ding supply. Vacancy rates had fallen to 1%. It is general
ly recognized that 4% is a reasonable vacancy rate.

More flats than houses are available for rent; one reason 
for this state of affairs, agents suggest, is that the rise 
in house prices makes it more attractive for investors to 
sell rather than placing them in the rental market . . . The 
survey of Northcote's Real Estate Agencies suggests that 
rents have risen by 13-15% in the past year, and most agents 
predict that this rise will continue until the end of the 
year. The table below indicates current rent levels for 
different types of accommodation in Northcote.

Housing Type Minimum Rent Average Rent
paid paid

3-bedroom house $65 $75-$85
2-bedrocm flat $50 $55-$60
1-bedroom flat $38 $40-$45
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(A survey of 'The Age' in mid-1983 showed that most houses for 
rent in Northcote were two-bedroom and cost $70-$100 a week. Two- 
bedroom flats cost $60-$80; one-bedroom flats cost $45-$55. As 
predicted, prices had continued rising.)

It can be seen that the private rental market was practically 
inaccessible to most young people in the position of NAP's resi
dents. Only one of them had a relatively steady job, earning $99 
a week. The rest were dependent on Unemployment Benefits or 
similar allowances; the junior rate of Unemployment Benefit was 
$36 and the adult rate $58 a week. Thus, a one-bedroom flat 
worth $40 would absorb from 70-110 per cent of weekly income.

If two unemployed juniors were to share a two-bedroom flat worth 
$50, they would still be paying 70 per cent of combined income in 
rent, and have only $11 a week each for other expenses such as 
food - not to mention gas and electricity.

If they were receiving the over-18 rate of Unemployment Benefit, 
such a flat would absorb 43 per cent of combined income, leaving 
them with an almost manageable $33 each for other costs.

Apart from these weekly costs, the private rental market presents 
two other barriers: the bond and rent in advance, and discrimi
nation by estate agents or landlords. The bond is usually equiva
lent to four weeks' rent, that is, $160-$300. There are also 
gas and electricity bonds of around $80.

Discrimination against young people on the part of agents and 
landlords appears to be remarkably widespread. It is especially 
noticeable when the market is tight, as it has been for the last 
few years. To be effective, it is not necessary for agents to 
have a policy of never renting to young unemployed people (though 
some apparently do have such a policy): it is just that, when 
any particular house comes on the market, it is usually possible 
to find 'more satisfactory' tenants.

3. Public housing: At 2 per cent of total stock, Northcote's 
proportion of public housing is equivalent to the State average. 
Most of it is for aged people rather than families or singles. 
The nearby suburbs of Fitzroy, Fairfield and Heidelberg have far 
more stock, much of it in high-rise and walk-up estates.

Before 1979, young single people were not eligible for public 
housing. Now they are eligible if they meet the usual income 
criterion, and are prepared to share. The Ministry of Housing 
(MOH) has developed two programs that are relevant: the Youth 
Housing Program (YHP) and the Shared Housing Program.

Under the YHP, some 30 community groups across Victoria have been 
allocated houses or flats owned or spot-purchased by the Minis
try. The community group becomes the house's manager or 'head 
tenant' on behalf of the Ministry. The group is responsible for 
collecting the rent according to the YHP's formula (20 per cent 
of junior Unemployment Benefit with an allowance for vacancies)
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and the accommodation is regarded as medium to long term (3 to 12 
months). There is no staffing component to the YHP, but a number 
of community management committees have access to the services of 
youth housing workers (such as those funded under YASP or private 
trusts).

It can be seen that the YHP is very similar to the arrangement 
that the Northcote Accommodation Project had with the MOH. In 
fact, NAP was set up just before the YHP got underway, and NAP 
has subsequently been regarded by the Ministry as part of the 
program. The main difference is that NAP had two full-time staff 
(though not funded by the MOH).

The Shared Housing Program (SHP) is not specifically concerned 
with young people, but rather any individuals aged sixteen and 
over who wish to share. The program is only in its early stages, 
and a statistical picture is not yet available. The program is 
managed by the Regional or District Offices of the Ministry, who 
have been authorized to allocate up to 5 per cent of vacancies to 
shared housing. More than half those accommodated have been 
young people. Existing youth housing groups (under the YHP or 
YASP) have been assisting young people to make applications. 
However, it has been found that two problems are arising: most 
of the applicants would really prefer to live on their own rather 
than sharing, and most want immediate accommodation. The delays 
imposed by the need to line up a group of 2-5 young people, 
process their application and wait for a suitable vacancy often 
results in the group dispersing before an allocation can be made.

Young people accommodated under the Shared Housing Program are 
direct (joint) tenants of the Ministry, responsible for paying 
their rent in the usual way. The rent formula is set at 20 per 
cent of the combined household income up to the notional wage of 
$178 a week; thereafter 25 per cent of the extra income is paid.

It can be seen that Victoria's public housing system is becoming 
more accessible to young people. A pathway now exists from the 
emergency services (such as refuges) to medium-term housing (un
der the YHP) and to more independent, open-ended housing under 
the Shared Housing Program. But major problems still exist, 
particularly the ultimate shortage of public stock which causes 
very long waiting lists and a narrow range of choices. Large 
areas of Melbourne, such as the Outer Eastern region, have very 
little public housing, and the inner-city high-rise flats are 
regarded as a hostile environment by many young people. More 
diversified stock is needed, including single-person accommoda
tion in the form of bed-sitters, and rooming-houses with some 
shared facilities.

Youth housing workers have an important role to play in the 
'interface' between young people and the public housing system. 
(It is to be hoped that an appropriate government department will 
recognize this by funding such positions, perhaps under YASP.)
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Part of the role is to help individuals negotiate the Ministry's 
application procedures, and thereafter provide support as neces
sary.

Only one of NAP's residents moved into public housing - an inner- 
city high-rise flat. She became eligible after she had had a 
child, and the NAP staff gave her considerable help in organizing 
the move. She is still there a year later.

Another resident was interested in moving into a YHP house in the 
region but was not successful in the selection process. (In 
February 1984, she applied again and was accepted.)

The Shared Housing Program was not operating during the period of 
this study. Its fore-runner, the Singles Sharing Scheme, was 
restricted to vacancies in high-rise flats. Although it is 
doubtful whether many of NAP's residents would have been keen on 
this option, it does not seem that the project actively explored 
the possibility.

4. Private board: Private board is a form of accommodation 
which has attracted a fair amount of interest from the youth 
housing field, because it offers the possibility of both more 
affordable costs and less commercial arrangements than the rest 
of the private rental market. During 1981-82, the regional youth 
accommodation group (YASNER) was sponsoring an attempt to estab
lish a private boarding scheme for young people. This had in 
fact been the basis on which the region had received funds under 
YASP in 1980, but the task was postponed until mid-1981, when an 
extra worker was appointed for a few months with FACS funding. 
What emerged was the Home Sharers Club. This was a quite novel 
concept as far as the youth housing field was concerned, because 
of its commitment to a 'non-professional' or self-help model. It 
consisted of a core group of adult householders (single people as 
well as couples) with a specific interest in helping homeless 
young people. Intending boarders would meet the whole group at 
its monthly meetings, and actual placements would be made by 
mutual agreement, without the mediation of a professional co
ordinator.

The Club received a great deal of assistance from the YASNER 
workers, and both of NAP's successive Community Youth Workers 
became involved, too. Unfortunately, however, the Club's mis
givings about the role of 'social workers' made developments slow 
and uncertain. The core group of four or five people resisted 
the idea of applying for government funds, on the grounds that 
this would make them beholden to government. They also fourd it 
difficult to develop a coherent model of service delivery, parti
cularly in regard to the eligibility criteria (or assessment 
procedures) for home sharers and young boarders. Instead, they 
preferred to rely on the personal judgement and co-ordinating 
skills of the Club's founder, a secondary teacher with great 
dedication to helping homeless young people, but distrustful of 
the tendency of social workers to take over.
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It is perhaps for these reasons that none of NAP's residents seem 
to have been referred to the Home Sharers Club, despite the 
liaison that existed between the two groups.

91



Chapter 15: THEORY AH) PRACTICE
The model underlying the Northcote Accommodation Project was the 
'developmental approach'. NAP was regarded as the latest in a 
series of 'demonstration programs' set up by the Brotherhood 
which followed (and refined) this general approach: the Family 
Centre Project (1971-74); SPAN, a Community Program for Older 
and Retired People (begun 1978); and the Neighbourhood Employ
ment Development Program (1980-82).

The approach is most closely identified with the first such 
project - the Family Centre:

Recognizing the problems of dependency, the Family Centre 
Project emerged in 1971 as a response to a critical study of 
the counselling, aid and youth programs of the Brotherhood 
of St Laurence. It set out to apply the volatile notion of 
participation to a program involving a group of families who 
until then had been regarded, and to a large extent saw 
themselves, as incorrigibly dependent and subservient.16

The Family Centre Project concentrated the human and material 
resources of the BSL's Social Services onto sixty low-income 
families, while creating structures in which they themselves 
could control the project.

The Co-ordinator of the project went to a great trouble, not only 
to reflect and theorize on what was happening, but also to ex
plain and publicize the new method:

This approach was clearly distinct from the remedial 
approach of traditional social work, the latter being part 
of a social regulatory process seeking to provide treatment 
and rehabilitative services to the poor in order to 'cure' 
them of their inadequacies and personal defects so that they 
would adapt better to the status quo.^

It is therefore important to consider the extent to which the 
Northcote Accommodation Project followed a developmental ap
proach. There is, however, a difficulty here: the developmental 
approach cannot be regarded as a ready-made theory or model of 
service delivery which NAP merely had to apply, (if that were 
the case, one could simply judge the project against the model.) 
But the developmental approach is less rigid and more exploratory 
than this. At one level, its status as a theory is indistin
guishable from its application in particular projects. It would 
then be just as valid to judge the model by examining what hap
pened in the Northcote Accommodation Project.

Cutting through these epistemological knots, the present study 
will limit itself to a comparison of the histories of NAP and the 
Family Centre Project, identifying what seem to be the factors 
responsible for the relative success of the Family Centre (and 
the relative failure of NAP) in achieving the goals of user 
participation in management.
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The developmental approach begins with a fundamental critique of 
the dominant method of social work - which is 'casework'. The 
Family Centre Project was established because some of the BSL's 
professionals believed that the BSL's social services were fail- 
ling to lift people out of a continuing state of poverty. (More 
radically, it could be argued that the institutions of social 
work were part of society's structural means of perpetuating 
poverty.)

Before the Family Centre Project, the BSL's social services were 
providing poor people with emergency cash grants, material aid 
(such as clothing and furniture), recreation programs for chil
dren and young people, and personal counselling:

The major internal variable which caused the Brotherhood to 
change its programs for low-income families was the dissa
tisfaction with the social-work methods used in the agency. 
Case-work, including material aid as one of its techniques, 
was the main method . . . The clients of the Social Service 
Bureau were families who were mostly 'economically, socially 
and personally disadvantaged to a severe, often chronic 
degree'.

Case work in the agency was of a very exacting and unrewar
ding nature; it either consisted of handing out small 
amounts of money that both client and worker knew could not 
possibly cover the multitudinous needs of the family, or 
spending hours working with the family with infinitesimal 
rewards in terms of improved functioning and little change 
to the social or economic condition of the family.

This radical decision to re-organize was made by people within 
the organization dissatisfied with their existing methods and 
aware of contemporary debates within the field, particularly in 
America and Europe, about welfare as social control, and about 
the need for consumer participation.

In other words, the organization's commitment to the new project 
was at least as much an outcome of the perceived limits and 
frustrations of its social work, as an outcome of its desire to 
do something new and different. By contrast, most of the people 
running the Northcote Accommodation Project were not reacting 
against the accumulated frustrations of a traditional youth-work 
service; they were instead coming from a variety of backgrounds 
to set up a new service on the basis of a model presented to them 
by the BSL.

The second point to note is that the NAP project design was a 
conscious attempt to build on the experience of the Family Centre 
Project. The question that arises is: to what extent (or under 
what conditions) can the accumulated experiences of one such 
project be transferred to another?

For an answer to this question, the history of the Family Centre 
itself can be referred to.
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The decision to establish the Family Centre was taken by the BSL 
Board in October 1971. The most radical step that this at first 
involved was a decision to cease the Brotherhood's 'open door' 
policy. Social services would no longer be available to all 
those in need; instead of helping some 600 families a year, the 
BSL would concentrate on only 60 families. This decision (to 
which some of the families and non-professional staff were still 
objecting two years later) was one of the two key symbols of what 
was new and different about the Project. Its implications could 
not be avoided by either the staff or the families. Accepting it 
meant working out one's own re-definition of welfare and its 
relation to both low-income people and the 'system'.

However, in the Northcote Accommodation Project, there does not 
seem to have been a comparable symbolic break with standard 
definitions of youth work. On the contrary, the concentration of 
resources on a single, small household was regarded sceptically 
by some members of the Management Committee and by the major 
funding Trust. There was, moreover, a tendency to emphasize the 
number of young people who had been housed in the project as an 
indication of its success in meeting a social need, even though 
the project design stated that each resident was expected to stay 
for up to six months. Whereas the BSL's Associate Director later 
expressed doubts as to whether a six-months stay would be long 
enough to achieve the project's developmental aims, there is 
little evidence that the Committee seriously confronted the 
house's high rate of turn-over. The Brotherhood's research 
staff, although they were monitoring the project, do not seem to 
have alerted NAP to the implications of this divergence from the 
intended model.

If the decision to close the 'open door' and concentrate on 60 
families was one of the Family Centre's symbolic breaks with the 
past, the other was its commitment to participation. 'The aim 
was to help the family members view themselves as active partici
pants of society, capable of changing themselves and the environ
ment in which they lived.'^9 The project developed a number of 
objectives and strategies (conceptualized in terms of the 'four 
powers') in order to achieve this aim.

The comparable objective in NAP was:

To test the techniques of skills transference, mutual sup
port, self-help and participation in decision making as the 
means of developing independent living skills.

Thus, in this regard, NAP started out with the same ideal as the 
Family Centre Project. It was an ideal that was central to the 
whole critique of social welfare that was emerging in the 1970s. 
Of course, the hard part was to put it into practice. How this 
was done in the Family Centre Project is described in the nume
rous reports which that project generated, and need not be 
repeated here. Instead, some comparisons will be made between 
the two projects that highlight NAP's difficulties in following a 
developmental approach.

94



As an ideal, consumer participation is fairly easy to accept, but 
very difficult to translate into reality with anything approach
ing consensus. (And it would seem to be a contradiction to 
impose participation without consensus.)

Achieving participation requires a direct confrontation with the 
question of power within the project. The Co-ordinator of the 
Family Centre Project discovered at one point (mid-1973) that 
there was a contradiction between 'participation as consensus in 
decision making' and 'participation as control by the families'. 
To quote from the paper she wrote for a staff training camp:

Tom [one of the volunteers] pointed out that each of the 
three groups [staff, volunteers and families] are essential 
to the success of the project ... He felt that the needs 
of the staff and the volunteers were being sacrificed to the 
needs of the families.

Whilst I recognize that all three groups have needs, the 
type of needs which staff and voluntaries have are so 
different in nature from those of the families that I doubt 
whether they are equal in importance. For example, my basic 
survival needs do not depend on the success of this project 
whilst those of some families do . . .

I do not see the handing over of power to make decisions 
about the Centre and often about their lives as making me 
subservient to the families in any way or reducing my own 
power in making the decisions that affect my own life.^*

This open confrontation with the dynamics of power within the 
project was central to its development. It meant confronting the 
staff with their own (often unconscious) tendency to maintain 
dominance. In fact, it could be said that the creative handling 
of power dynamics within the project was what the Family Centre 
Project was all about. It was seen as the only way to achieve 
the project's goals (personal development of the families; and 
an impact on the world outside) without falling back into a 
casework/counselling approach.

In the Northcote Accommodation Project, however, the dynamics of 
power were not manifested in the same way.

In the Family Centre Project, after a couple of years' operation, 
the families formed a Management Committee and then a Council. 
These structures enabled the locus of power to shift from the 
staff to the families. (Eventually the project was re-born as 
the Action and Resource Centre for Low-income Families [ARC], 
effectively autonomous from the BSL and its staff.)

The Family Centre's Management Committee was at first responsible 
only for the Centre's social activities. By inid-1974, an often 
uneasy state of 'dual control' had arisen between the staff and 
the Committee. By the end of 1974, the Co-ordinator was able to 
say that:



The Committee of Management was centrally involved in almost 
all the business of the Project. The Committee was working 
very efficiently, attendance of [family] members was con
stant and high, and there were no real issues dividing the 
Committee.^

Nothing similar occurred in the Northcote Accommodation Project. 
No structures were developed which brought the house residents 
into a working relationship with the adult Committee. This 
failure can be attributed to two factors: the project design's 
ambiguous attitude to the local committee, and the real problems 
facing any proposal to empower young people. The structures that 
were developed (the Executive or Management Committee and the 
Staff Support Group) seem to have worked against the project's 
developmental aims.

In devising an appropriate management structure for NAP, the BSL 
Associate Director invoked the concept of local control, rather 
than control by the BSL itself:

In this program [NAP] one of the major differences from 
other demonstration programs is the auspice. Evaluations of 
the SPAN and NED programs have shown that community involve
ment has been the main factor which has produced successful 
outcomes; therefore the Brotherhood proposed that this 
program would be 'handed over' to a local community at the 
outset, rather than after it had been established as in the 
case of SPAN.

Devolution can be said to have occurred at the first public 
meeting in Northcote on 8 April 1981, only a month after the 3 
March meeting at the Brotherhood attended by the various groups 
interested in the Boarding House proposal. After the 8 April 
meeting, the BSL's formal status was merely that of a representa
tive on the local committee. By contrast, formal devolution in 
the Family Centre took three years.

The ambiguity mentioned above is evident in the BSL Associate 
Director's comments which follow the previous quotation:

One of the first tasks of the local steering committee [of 
NAP] will be to study the proposal; and it will be important 
that the developmental approach is maintained. This will 
require that it is properly understood and that the steering 
committee genuinely wishes to empower young people rather 
than blame them for their own situation or fear them for 
their violence potential. There is one representative of 
the Brotherhood on the local committee and it is hoped that 
this will provide some safeguard against the dilution or 
modification of the approach

Here was the nub of the problem: how could control be devolved 
without the risk of 'dilution or modification' of the developmen
tal approach? There were two possible answers. One was the 
existence of a fairly detailed project design which clearly
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explained its own theoretical assumptions and which set out a 
series of practical steps towards implementation. This proposal 
was adopted by the local committee.

The other favourable factor was that the BSL representative on 
the local committee was not only the author of the proposal but, 
as the former Co-ordinator of the Family Centre Project, the 
person most intimately connected with the evolution of the new 
model.

Nevertheless, these two factors proved insufficient. As Co
ordinator of the Family Centre Project, the BSL's Associate 
Director had been of incalculable value in determining the direc
tions it took - not as the sole actor, of course, but as a highly 
committed, skilled organizer who constantly reflected on the 
theoretical ramifications of events and could confront others 
with persuasive interpretations. Her style of work, and its 
effect on the project, is quite evident from the various reports 
which she herself wrote.

Unfortunately, the BSL's Associate Director had to withdraw from 
the Northcote Accommodation Project in October 1981, not long 
before the house opened, in order to take up a tertiary teaching 
position.

By then, however, the project had been launched on the course it 
was to maintain for the next two years. The various perspectives 
represented on the committee found it very difficult to resolve 
their underlying differences. Despite this (or because of it) 
the committee accepted the written project design and set about 
implementing it. A Community Worker was employed; negotiations 
with the Ministry of Housing were successful in securing a suita
ble house; a Residential Worker was employed; selection crite
ria for residents were worked out; and the first group of five 
young people moved into the house.

Although six or seven months may seem a reasonable 'lead time' to 
establish such a project (that is, May to November 1981), the 
evidence strongly suggests that it was too short. This is by no 
means a criticism of the members of the management committee; it 
is simply an observation about the time and effort required for 
this type of organizational development. The project was not the 
mere repetition of a tried and tested recipe; it was an innova
tive proposal based on assumptions as challenging as those of the 
Family Centre Project. Yet the NAP project design tended to read 
as though its implementation were fairly straightforward, and the 
evidence is that the Committee felt under some pressure to do so.

Part of the pressure perceived by the Committee was due to the 
project's connection to the BSL. Although the bulk of the money 
had come from the Ross Trust via the Anglican Diocese of Mel
bourne, and although formal control had been exercised by the 
local committee since April 1981, NAP continued to be regarded as 
a Brotherhood demonstration project, and the Brotherhood was 
regarded by the Committee as having great prestige and experience
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in this kind of work. Also, some members of the Committee felt 
uncomfortable with the connections that existed between NAP's 
staff and the Brotherhood.

These perceptions are symptomatic of the project's struggles to 
find its own corporate identity. The case was quite different 
with the Family Centre Project because, firstly, that project was 
essentially a re-organization within the Brotherhood and, secon
dly, it was under the very strong leadership of its Co-ordinator. 
The members of the NAP Committee had not come from a shared 
background of commitment to change a particular organizational 
strategy; and the project's management lacked anything corres
ponding to the role of the Family Centre's Co-ordinator.

To the extent to which the experiences of the Family Centre 
Project and SPAN suggested the importance of strong and skilled 
leadership, NAP's choice of its first Community Worker was criti
cal. However, the person appointed had little prior experience, 
and her enthusiasm and personal commitment to the project's 
ideals could not overcome the formidable demands that the job 
actually posed. Not the least of these was the task of resolving 
the underlying differences among the Committee. (Of course, this 
was not a formal part of the job description; as is customary, 
the staff were employed to carry out the committee's directions. 
However, the worker soon found that contradictory demands were 
being made on her. It is at this point that a more experienced 
worker begins to think of strategies for organizational develop
ment.)

The differences among the Committee alluded to above were derived 
from at least three interpretations of the project design. These 
could be called the 'professional' view, the 'volunteer' view, 
and the 'developmental' view. But the lines of demarcation were 
not as clear as this might suggest, and it would be wrong to 
suppose that the committee divided up into neat factions.

The professional view, which was identified with Northcote's 
Manager of Community Services, stressed the need for the project 
to take its place among the area's developing range of community 
services. Such programs should be adequately funded and staffed 
by people with appropriate training (including on-the-job trai
ning). This is perhaps particularly important for a project 
dealing with a target group of disadvantaged, vulnerable young 
people. Given that the project was committed to 'de-institutio
nalization' and helping them make the transition to independent 
living, it would be very important that the adults working with 
these young people should have the trained capacity to avoid 
unconscious tendencies to impose inappropriate expectations. In 
the professional view, the untrained volunteer, however well- 
intentioned, could run the risk of either alienating the young 
people or perpetuating their psychological dependence on the 
welfare system.

The 'volunteer' view tended to be critical of what was seen As 
the professionals' territorial protectiveness. If NAP were in
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fact to be run by professionals, the role of the 'community' 
would be marginalized. The NAP proposal was seen to be 
concerned not only with 'de-institutionalization', but also with 
'de-professionalization', the aim of the project was to maximize 
community involvement, both by creating a genuinely community- 
based management committee and by the direct involvement of 
community people with the household's residents and ex-residents. 
The Diocesan representative, who subscribed to this view, also 
felt strongly that volunteer-based projects could be more innova
tive than mainstream programs, and that the professional domin
ance of welfare projects denied a chance for ordinary members of 
the community to give practical expression to their social con
cerns .

The developmental model can be seen as an attempt to bring these 
two views into a dynamic relationship to each other. Professio
nal expertise was seen as a vital (and probably permanent) part 
of the-program, but it was essential that the professionals see 
their role as 'skill transference' both to the community volun
teers and to the young people.

Unfortunately, the project design did not go into detail about 
the process by which these philosophical differences on the 
committee would be resolved. Such documents as funding submis
sions and proposals intended for public distribution rarely men
tion these 'developmental' problems, perhaps out of deference to 
the ideal of 'community'.On the other hand, the NAP proposal 
had a lot to say about the process by which the young people 
would be educated. This proved to be a serious imbalance. It 
displaced attention from the need to develop a united committee 
with a strong sense of ownership of its own project design; 
instead, the committee turned its attention to the need for staff 
to run the household and implement the skills transference prog
ram. The frustrations experienced by the first Community Youth 
Worker have already been mentioned; they were also experienced 
by the Residential Worker and the Youth Housing Worker. The 
Residential Worker, valued for his skills as an indigenous worker 
(he could identify closely with the life struggles of NAP's 
residents), was poor at communicating all this to the middle- 
class committee. From his point of view, the committee was not 
very capable of appreciating the real dynamics within the house
hold and the young people's world, or of accepting the small 
achievements which the project was actually making. Their ambi
tions for measurable 'skills development' were too high, and 
their ability to insulate the household from outside criticism 
could not be relied on. (The Ministry of Housing was represen
ted on the committee for some months before September 1982, and 
the committee was at times concerned about the Ministry's atti
tude to damage and poor maintenance.)

In short, the staff were employed before the Committee had col
lectively thought through the model, and the staff then became 
the main link between the Committee and the residents. This 
preserved the Committee's relative isolation. The staff (partly 
through inexperience and partly through the daily pressures in
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the house) did not take on the role of 'community development' 
within the Committee, although they saw the need for it. Neither 
the Brotherhood's research staff (who were monitoring both the 
house and the Committee) nor the Brotherhood's second representa
tive on the Committee initiated a major review of the process. 
Devolution to the local Committee was taken to mean that it was 
inappropriate for the Brotherhood to take such an initiative.

Some of these problems could have been illuminated by the pro
ject's research component. For a number of reasons, however, 
they were not.

The project design was rather ambivalent about the proper role of 
research:

The research input would be similar to that available to all 
Brotherhood services, that is, the setting up of a data 
collection system and evaluation carried out periodically. 
The type of evaluation used in a demonstration program - 
monitoring and research feedback - is considered inapprop
riate as it could produce a 'hot-house' effect which is not 
used in accommodation houses and which might influence the 
program's outcomes.

The local committee agreed early on that the Brotherhood would 
undertake the monitoring and evaluation of the project. But 
staff movements and competing work demands within the BSL Social 
Policy and Research department resulted in four different re
searchers successively taking responsibility for the project. 
Continuity was thus lost. Nevertheless, the present writer 
inherited a considerable body of research notes on Committee 
meetings, the Staff Support Group, and records of discussions 
with individual participants. Also, the project staff kept use
ful files on all residents, designed in collaboration with the 
researchers, and a diary of events in the house.

A constant theme in this report has been the ambiguous relation
ship between the BSL and the local project. The same ambiguity 
affected the research. If the project had been completely auto
nomous, its management committee would have had full respon
sibility for commissioning the research, and therefore would have 
had to decide on the most appropriate methodology.26 There were 
two basic choices: an 'independent' evaluation or an 'action- 
based' method. The latter would have had the advantage of enab
ling the participants (committee, staff and residents) to reflect 
more systematically on what the project was doing and therefore 
to modify it in the process.27

In the event, the Committee and staff did not feel that they were 
controlling the research or that the research was directly con
tributing to problem-solving. If anything, they felt that their 
own performance was under scrutiny, and this may have reinforced 
the Committee's reluctance to depart from the project design as 
they understood it.28 Towards the end of 1982, this unsatisfac
tory situation was changing. The Committee decided on a major
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review of the project, and in February 1983 the researcher was 
collaborating in this task. However, the process was complicated 
by the looming closure of the project's experimental phase in May 
1983.

There were two other important differences between the Family 
Centre and NAP. NAP was primarily a housing project; the Family 
Centre was primarily a 'social activities' project. NAP was 
dealing with teenagers; the Family Centre was dealing with 
adults.

All the activity in NAP centred on the house in St Georges Road. 
Trips to the films, the National Gallery, the Preston Market or 
camping expeditions were all regarded by the staff as extensions 
of that household's collective life. Visits to the house by 
outsiders (friends of the residents, volunteers and relevant 
professionals such as the Community Health Nurse or the Fitzroy 
Legal Aid staff) were likewise seen in terms of their contribu
tion to the household.

At the same time, the staff and the Committee were highly con
scious of the question of privacy. The house was its residents' 
home. All proposals for skills development had to be tempered by 
some sense of 'normality'. At one end of the scale, it was the 
normal experience of a shared household that rent should be paid 
regularly, violence and damage avoided, the cleaning done, and 
food bought and cooked in some organized way. This was what the 
Youth Housing Worker called the 'informal' setting for Skills 
Development, and it worked reasonably well, considering the age 
and troubled backgrounds of many of the residents.

But this was not enough. The project design seemed to demand 
more active participation in the household by the staff, the 
proposed 'resource bank' of volunteers, and the Committee. As 
the Youth Housing Worker said:

You get back to the question of what skills they've got to 
learn. I'd almost say it's enough for the house to exist, 
and for other houses to exist by whatever means, to give the 
kids space and time to get their acts together. NAP, I 
think, was terribly judgemental: we were looking for kids 
to fit what we were trying to do, rather than fit what we 
were doing to what the kids needed.

It was so contradictory: we were really looking for the 
highly motivated, goal-setting individual - who's spent 
eighteen years having the stuffing kicked out of him by the 
society, who's been chronically unemployed, chronically 
homeless . . . !

This pressure to do more than simply 'give the kids space and 
time to get their acts together' was due to the project's under
standing (or misunderstanding) of the developmental model. The 
internal dynamics of the household came to pre-occupy both the 
staff and the Committee; skills development within the house was
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regarded as the real indicator of the project's success or fai
lure. But the residents' privacy had to be protected. The 
result was that, while the Committee remained isolated from the 
house, the staff became over-involved in it. Contrary to the 
developmental approach, the staff were adopting 'case-work' meth
ods of intervention, while the Committee were worrying about the 
house's instability and debating the issues of skills transfe
rence and community development. Given that the real dynamics of 
the house remained insulated from the Committee, these discus
sions were usually too abstract to guide the staff who, it should 
be remembered, were relatively inexperienced in residential youth 
work. Their professional supervision came from the Staff Support 
Group, but this group had no responsibility for determining the 
overall directions of the project.

Because the project was centred on the house, it was difficult to 
disentangle 'tenancy' issues from 'personal growth' issues. Here 
was a serious flaw in the project design, though it may not have 
been immediately apparent. The project design spoke of each 
resident's length of stay being freely negotiated with the Commi
ttee, and assumed that further accommodation options would be 
made available. But very often the reality was that a resident's 
relations with the staff or with the rest of the household would 
deteriorate, and the person would quit or be evicted. Since both 
staff were pre-occupied with the household, there was little 
opportunity for an orderly transition to independent accommoda
tion. In retrospect, it is arguable that the Youth Housing 
Worker should have concentrated almost entirely on the question 
of access to further accommodation - but this was not the advice 
from either the Committee or the Staff Support Group.

The rate of turn-over was symptomatic of the project's difficul
ties in finding workable solutions to a basic dilemma posed by 
the developmental model when applied to a residential project: 
how could the staff ensure resident participation in Skills 
Development (formal or informal) without undermining the 'norma
lization' principle? In a normal shared house, the landlord has 
a distant and limited relationship to the tenants; but in NAP 
the landlord (or agent) was in fact the staff, and the staff had 
a very close and all-encompassing relationship to the residents.

The dilemma would not have arisen quite so sharply if this had 
not been a residential project with a single house, or if it had 
been concerned with adults rather than teenagers. Participation 
in the Family Centre was encouraged by the Income Supplement, but 
it was not sanctioned by any real or implied threat to the fami
lies' housing. On the contrary, the project had to be slightly 
modified to take into account the high rate of housing mobility 
which many families continued to experience.

NAP's preparedness to allow residents to leave, or to evict them, 
should be seen as a response to this dilemma. Staff would try to 
control the household dynamics, but within a definite limit - 
which was the point at which a resident was free to quit or could 
be asked to leave. An 'institutional' atmosphere, which would
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have wildly contradicted the developmental approach, was thus 
avoided. On the other hand, the resulting instability in the 
house diminished the scope for measurable improvements in the 
residents' domestic competence, reduced the likelihood of anyone 
finding a stable job, and increased the pressure on the staff.

The last word can be left to the Chairman and the Residential 
Worker:

The Chairman: There were glaring contradictions in the proposal 
or its implementation, but when you really look at it, NAP 
has done as well as any other such project. Kids have been 
housed, fed, clothed and given some measure of support. It 
has been part of their growth.

The Residential Worker: NAP had this image that kids would come 
in disadvantaged, homeless, uncontrollable . . . and come 
out stable, with long-term accommodation, employment and 
good table manners. Fairly ridiculous. I reckon that if a 
kid came in 'uncontrollable' et cetera and actually stayed 
three months or six months and actually learned some domes
tic skills and communication skills, and still went out 
homeless and unemployed - that might be a remarkable achie
vement.
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Chapter 16: CONCLUSION - HOW TO IMPROVE THE HOUSING OPTIONS 
FOR DISADVANTAGED YOUNG PEOPLE

The suggestions which follow are based on a review of the expe
rience of the Northcote Accommodation Project, and can be read as 
prescriptions for designing a roughly similar accommodation ser
vice - that is, a service which is community-based, non-institu- 
tional and has* paid staff.

1. Any household which is set up should have smaller numbers than 
NAP's five or six. Two to four residents seem to be indicated; 
more than four not only increases the number of relationships 
which each person must negotiate, but also increases the statis
tical chances of arrivals and departures which are inherently 
destabilizing. Also, as the household size increases, so does 
the tendency for workers to intervene in order to preserve order 
and organize replacements, thus contradicting the aims of self
management .

2. It is doubtful whether there is any advantage in setting up 
an identifiable 'medium-term' house from which young people will 
graduate to 'long-term' options. Knowing that you are expected to 
stay for only a limited period reinforces the impression that 
this is just another welfare program. Most of NAP's residents 
had the (correct) impression that they were living there on 
sufferance - it was not really 'their' house. It seems better to 
set up each household on an open-ended basis. This means, of 
course, that stock allocated to such a project may become monopo
lized by a very small number of young people rather than accommo
dating twenty-three people over sixteen months, like NAP. This, 
however, should be regarded as a success, not a failure.

3. Selection of new tenants to fill vacancies should as far as 
possible be controlled by existing tenants. How to achieve this 
needs careful thought, and should be a central feature of the 
project design. Not enough thought was given to it in the case 
of NAP, so that when it was tried, the results were unsatisfac
tory. At best, the existing tenants were merely consulted, and 
it was tacitly understood that their decisions could be over
ridden. They were not in the 'real-world' position of having to 
pay the extra rent for unfilled vacancies, or having to rely on 
themselves (rather than the staff) to sort out the problems that 
inevitably arise in a shared household when a new person moves 
in.

Adult input will very often be needed, but it seems preferable 
to concentrate on imparting the techniques (that is, the sort of 
questions that intending residents should be asked, the use of 
informal selection meetings, trial periods, explanation of exis
ting House Rules, etc.).

4. Adult staff should not live in, unless the project is con
sciously designed to provide 'supported accommodation' rather 
than independence. An adult, whether paid or voluntary, can 
hardly avoid becoming the head of the household, with a strong
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personal interest in the way the house is run. The younger 
residents' 'adolescent rebelliousness' will create situations 
which constantly reinforce the adult's dominant position. He or 
she will find it difficult not to become obsessed with maintai
ning stability; and the experience of NAP showed how this was 
self-defeating. Having the staff working during the day and 
sleeping overnight in a bungalow at the back of the house pro
duced much the same effect as if they had been living and working 
in the house itself.

5. At least two staff roles seem indicated: a support worker and 
a housing officer. Between them they should be able to manage a 
number of houses with varying levels of involvement as required.

6. The support worker's role would be within the domain of youth 
work: providing all-round support to the residents of a number 
of houses, as needed. The worker would not be responsible for 
collecting rent or acting in any way as a landlord; this leads 
to impossible conflicts of interest in the quite common situa
tions when the residents need advice about how to manage their 
finances, what to do about damage, and.how to negotiate looming 
evictions and selection of new tenants. A major part of the job 
would be showing the residents techniques for managing the inter
nal dynamics of a shared household: house meetings, conflict 
resolution, budgetting, domestic routines, house rules, the beha
viour of friends, etc. Another aspect would be improving the 
residents' access to other support services such as financial 
counsellors, legal aid, social security, employment services, 
youth groups, etc.

7. The Housing Officer's role would be to help the young people 
negotiate with the relevant 'gate keepers' who control access to 
other accommodation: Ministry of Housing officials, estate 
agents, other youth accommodation services, and people offering 
private board. Agreeing to act as a landlord does not seem wise, 
although if it is unavoidable it is more appropriately the Hous
ing Officer's role than the Support Worker's. It is clear that a 
large part of the job would be preparing the ground in advance of 
particular placements. The current housing market is so inacces
sible that it is very difficult to find accommodation in a hurry. 
In particular, much development work needs to be done with the 
Ministry of Housing, which already has a commitment to youth 
accommodation (the Youth Housing Program and the Shared Housing 
Program), but is unsure of how best to proceed.

8. The experience of some other projects under the Youth Housing 
Program suggests that it is possible for a community group to 
manage a house without any paid staff. Managing more than one 
house may however be unrealistic. To get a community group to 
this level of competence will require the resources of a Communi
ty Development worker employed either by the group itself or by 
an umbrella group (such as a regional youth housing body.)

9. 'Skills Development' is a necessary ingredient of such a youth 
accommodation service, but NAP's experience suggests that it
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should not be approached on too 'programmatic' a basis. In 
particular, participation in a skills program should not be made 
a condition of tenancy. Tenancy issues should be minimal: 
paying the rent and maintaining the property. Residents should 
sign a Tenancy Agreement consistent with the Residential Tenan
cies Act. Anything additional to this should be minimal and 
carefully considered, such as a clause agreeing to participate in 
a shared household.

10. Damage to houses should be accepted as inevitable. This 
doesn't mean that it shouldn't be a cause of eviction, but it 
must be recognized at the outset that damage is likely to occur 
and is symptomatic of underlying problems. NAP showed that crea
tive responses are possible, such as giving the household the 
resources necessary to repair the damage and treating this as an 
opportunity for skills development.

11. Rent levels must be low enough to leave the tenants with 
enough money for other expenses. Setting rents at 20 per cent of 
income (the formula used at NAP and under the Youth Housing 
Program) seems reasonable, but it must be remembered that the 
important factor is the absolute amount of disposable income 
after housing costs. If income is $45 per week, 20 per cent is 
$9 per week, whictl leaves $36. For a household of two, gas and 
electricity would cost at least $7 a week.

It must therefore be recognized that young people on these very 
low incomes will need far better skills at budgetting than a 
normal wage earner. Management Committees and staff need con
stantly to remind themselves of this and resist the urge to 
moralize about irresponsibility, lack of realism and low skill 
levels. It is reasonable for a project to have a tough policy on 
rent paying, but it must be complemented by a comprehensive 
approach to financial counselling. Rent should be collected 
weekly by someone (other than the support worker) designated as 
landlord and any failure to pay should be drawn to the staff's 
attention so that arrears do not build up unnoticed. Arrange
ments should be made for gas and electricity bills to be paid 
fortnightly rather than quarterly. (The practice at NAP of 
charging residents a flat $3 a week for utilities does not seem 
sensible, because it encourages residents to maximize their usage 
without regard to the real cost to the project.)

12. Unstable households should be expected. It seems better to 
direct the project's efforts towards expanding its access to 
housing options rather than attempting to hold together any one 
household. This is one reason for choosing small-scale house
holds. Nevertheless, instability will always cause management 
problems. The current allocation procedures of the Ministry of 
Housing are not well adapted to this situation. The long-term 
solution is to have a sufficiently large stock of public housing 
(including single-person units) so that if one shared house 
breaks down, its individuals can try again elsewhere.
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13. The Northcote Accommodation Project revealed that there are 
special difficulties in applying the developmental approach to a 
youth housing project. Because NAP was a residential project, 
there was a tendency to assume that it should be concerned with 
all aspects of the residents' lives. This tendency was rein
forced by the fact that the staff lived in close proximity to the 
young people, and by the project's concern with the acquisition 
of living skills.

However, the project did not define living skills to include jobs 
or education. NAP was not a job creation project or a 'creden- 
tialled' training program. This was defended by the project 
defining itself as a housing project. Nevertheless, it is argu
able that the result was ambiguous. How much of the project's 
problems (instability in the house, damage, rent arrears) were 
caused by the fact that the residents had no real status in their 
own eyes? They were neither workers, students nor young parents. 
They were 'disadvantaged, unemployed, homeless young people'. 
The project offered them a few months' accommodation on condition 
that they acquired the skills necessary for independent living - 
but without offering them employment or further education. Under 
these circumstances, it was perhaps unrealistic to hope that the 
much larger ambitions of the developmental approach could be 
achieved - 'to help the young people view themselves as active 
participants in society, capable of changing themselves and the 
environment in which they lived'.

The lesson is that a residential program for unemployed young 
people which intends to apply the developmental approach should 
make the choice between two alternatives:

- either it should extend itself into the provision of 
employment and training so that the young people are 
offered a more positive social existence;

- or it should concentrate on the mere provision of housing 
(including access to further accommodation) and ensure 
that, as far as possible, tenancy is not made conditional 
on participation in learning programs.

14. There are special lessons for a large agency such as the 
Brotherhood of St Laurence which is attempting to devolve a 
project onto a community group. In the case of NAP, devolution 
produced contradictory effects. Formal control was quickly tran
sferred to the local management committee, but the committee 
included representatives of the Brotherhood, the Diocese and the 
head office of the Ministry of Housing. The committee's 'local' 
members found it difficult to achieve a real sense of understan
ding and ownership of the project. The project design did not 
incorporate a strategy for 'skill transference' between the pro
fessionals (particularly the BSL itself) and the non-professio
nals. On the contrary, the commitment to devolution inhibited 
the BSL from taking an active part in community development, 
while at the same time the local people felt inhibited from
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taking real control if this meant questioning the BSL's project 
design.

If the early devolution of formal control to a local group is 
intended, the project design should allow plenty of time and 
'conceptual space' for the local group to come to grips with 
their task. Rather than present the local group with a detailed 
model (especially an experimental model) the agency should set up 
a process by which the group which is to manage the project can 
invent its own model. This may mean that the agency itself takes 
responsibility for community development. Finally, its research 
capacity should be explicitly put at the service of the local 
group, rather than being perceived as an outside evaluation of 
the group's performance.
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Footnotes:

1. From 1 June 1983, the project has continued to operate with 
reduced staff (one part-time worker) and with a purely local 
committee of management. It is hoping to receive sufficient 
funds to employ a full-time worker.

2. The Salvation Army's project was being funded under the 
Homeless Persons Assistance Program, but a policy decision 
had been taken not to extend this program further into the 
youth area.

3. See Chapter 3. ARC emerged out of the Family Centre, which 
is discussed in Chapter 15. Rob Hudson, the former ARC 
Youth Worker, responded to the proposal with 'After the 
Boarding House ... A discussion paper on longer-term housing 
options for disadvantaged young people' (1980). This paper 
emphasized that the Boarding House proposal should be deve
loped in the context of a broader range of housing options 
including private board, independent bed-sitters and 'exter
nally' supported accommodation (a concept later implemented 
by the Hope Street Shelter in Melbourne's North-West re
gion). The discussion paper contributed directly to the 
Youth Accommodation Coalition's emerging policy on longer- 
term options.

4. The ARC people wanted an accommodation service which would 
mainly cater to the teenagers connected with ARC'S family 
members. See Chapter 2, third and fourth pararaphs.

5. After the Boarding House Proposal had been implemented as 
the Northcote Accommodation Project, the following objec
tives were added:

1. To encourage and support a community based and directed 
program.

2. To promote the idea of a self-managed boarding house as 
an urgently needed program in which local congregations 
can participate.

3. The project will include an exploration into the capa
city of parishes to participate in locally based deve
lopmental welfare programs.

4. To encourage individual Anglicans in parishes to deve
lop a personal interest in the project, to contribute 
their personal skills and, by involvement in practical 
projects, to bring out their latent skills.
(The SPAN Program in Northcote has brought to light 
skills that older people possess which can be of use to 
younger people.)
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5. To examine locally based initiatives which could be 
developed in other parishes, in the light of the eva
luation of the project.

6. To extend the Church's natural interest boundaries into 
such wider community affairs.

7. To encourage and utilize, wherever possible, co-opera
tion with other Churches and community bodies.

8. To publicly support the project and thereby help to 
establish its bonafide in the community.

9. The Diocesan Consultant in Welfare and Community has a 
direct role in 7 and 8 and the overall project.

10. In the appointment of staff, the expectations of the 
auspicing bodies should be borne in mind.

11. The process and the performance of Church participation 
should be an integral part of the project's evaluation.

6. Quotations not otherwise attributed are from taped inter
views. The names of all NAP residents have been changed.

7. The project in Perth consisted of two houses, one for males 
and one for females. Most of the residents had a background 
of involvement with the Department of Community Welfare. A 
half-time social worker ran the project, but each house had 
a co-ordinator who was slightly older than the other resi
dents and who was paid $60-$70 a week. What seemed attrac
tive about this model was its higher resident/staff ratio, 
its use of non-professionals as live-in co-ordinators, and 
its connnection to other social services developed by the 
church. However, all of these features were either expli
citly in the BSL's Boarding House proposal or were logical 
extensions of it (for example, the shift away from live-in 
professional staff). The main difference between this pro
ject and NAP was the active connection with the church's 
social services. Although it was hoped that the local church 
communities would become involved in NAP, the project was 
under a secular auspice. Unlike the situation in Perth, the 
local churches were not running social services which could 
be adapted to meet* the needs of homeless unemployed young 
people, such as job creation projects.

8. The Victorian Consultative Committee on Social Development, 
Youth Accommodation Report, 1978. This was the first syste- 
matic attempt at analyzing the problem. It highlighted 
unemployment as a cause, and it estimated that 15,000 young 
people were experiencing some form of 'homelessness' over 
the course of a year in Victoria.
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9.
i!'

! *

The Power and the Glory, a paper delivered to an Inner Urban 
Region seminar in October 1980.

10. FACS: a regional forum for welfare services. CYSS: an 
activities centre for young unemployed people. YASNER: a re
gional forum for youth housing groups. ARC: the Action 
and Resource Centre for Low Income Families. On ARC'S 
connection to NAP, see Chapter 12. SPAN: a community pro
ject for retired people (a 'developmental' project set up by 
the Brotherhood). The House of the Gentle Bunyip is a 
Christian community group which operates a youth refuge in 
Clifton Hill, adjacent to Northcote. One of its members 
became a member of NAP's management committee.

11. The Education Program for Unemployed Youth (EPUY) is a 
rather vaguely-defined 'transition' program.

12. Concetta Benn, The Developmental Approach: Demonstration
Programs in the Brotherhood of St Laurence, Social Welfare 
Research Centre Report No. 10, May 1981, p.18. (Cited 
hereafter as C. Benn:1981a)

13. A reference to the gardening incident in Chapter 7.

14. This is not to imply that a youth housing project should 
necessarily include job creation and training programs. But 
such a project should find better ways of ensuring that 
residents have access to these things.

15. John Nicolades, 'Problems Experienced by Tenants in North
cote' .

16. Introduction by David Scott to Concetta Benn, Attacking 
Poverty Through Participation, PIT Publishing 1981. (Cited 
hereafter as C. Benn:1981b.)

17. C. Benn:1981a, p.5.

18. C. Benn:1981b, p.27.

19. C. Benn:1981b, p.l. The quoted sentence is the classic 
definition of the project and its philosophy.

20. The 'four powers' were power over resources, relationships, 
information, and decision making. In order to enable the 
families to achieve these powers, the staff concentrated on 
strategies of participation, self-help and de-professionali- 
zation. To transcend co-option and tokenism, the Co-ordina
tor realized that at some point these strategies would take 
the project beyond the control of its staff.

21. C. Benn:1981b, p.107.

22. C. Benn:1981b, p.153.
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23. C. Benn:1981a, p.18.

24. C. Benn:1981a, p.18.

25. 'Community' as the homogeneous urban village. It is one 
thing to advocate local control as against central control 
by a remote Department or large agency; but it is a mistake 
to assume that local control will lead automatically to user 
control. The normal method of creating a 'representative 
community base' is to elect a committee from public meet
ings, after ensuring that useful interest groups are pre
sent. These groups can be very important for the survival 
of the project. But NAP was the classic case of a service 
whose users had no independent standing in the local commu
nity. In no real sense did they constitute part of 'the 
public' as manifested in the typical public meeting. The 
public meeting is a mechanism for achieving accountability 
to the sort of local interest groups which attend such 
meetings; it is not a mechanism for achieving accountabili
ty to unorganized, powerless people.

26. The Committee actually had such discussions in May-June 
1981, but this was too early in the project's life.

27. An independent or outside evaluation can have much the same 
effect once it is completed and handed to the project.

28. The prevalent view was that as much could be learned from 
failure as from success, especially since NAP was an experi
mental project.


