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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Background
The Action and Resource Centre (ARC) is a Co-operative based
organisation run by and for low-income families and individuals.
ARC provides services and information and an environment in which
its members can learn skills and make decisions, and it
encourages and supports low-income people to voice their views
about the issues which effect them and their families. ARC's
basic goal is to give low-income people power over information,
resources, relationships and decision making to assist them in
overcoming their traditional powerlessness in the community.
As a Co-operative, ARC is bound by the rules of the Co-operation
Act of 1981. However, over the years of its development, ARC has
adopted objectives which are appropriate to its role as a centre
for low-income people. Appendix One details these objectives.
The centre has undergone various changes since its establishment
in 1972 by the Brotherhood of St Laurence (BSL) as the Family
Centre Project. The historical timeline, Figure 1, on the
following page shows the evolution of the centre to its current
form as the Action and Resource Centre Co-operative Ltd.
The Report.
The focus of this report is the three years between July 1984 and
June 1987. The report is a review of ARC's performance during
its last three year funding period.
In conjunction with the
report on ARC's future directions (the next three years), this
report will be used for funding negotiations with the BSL.
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Figure 1:

Historical Timeline

November 1972 - 1975:

Family Centre Project established by BSL;
Connie Berm, Co-ordinator.

1975 - 1978:

Action and Resource Centre for Low-Income
People;
Hayden Raysmith, Co-ordinator.

1977 - 1979:

Withdrawal of Professional Workers from
the Action and Resource Centre for LowIncome People to be run by Indigenous Workers.

1978 - 1979:

Don Blackwood, Co-ordinator.

June 1980:

Commenced negotiations with BSL to become
an independent centre.

1978 - 1981:

Action and Resource Centre for Low-Income
People run by Indigenous Workers.

June - August 1981:

September 1981:

1981 - April 1985:

Moved accommodation from BSL to 388 Queens
Parade, Clifton Hill;
Ray Walters, Supervisor.
Action and Resource Centre Co-operative
Ltd. established.
Jan King, Co-ordinator.

1983 - date:

113 Queens Parade, Clifton Hill building.

1985 - date :

Ruby Canham, Co-ordinator.

July 1984 - June 1987 :

Period of current review.
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The report is based on taped interviews which were conducted byJudith Perrin, Community Worker, with the key indigenous workers
in the centre - Ruby Canharn, Nancy Raphael and Leanrie McKibbon.
Figure 2 below lists all the staff, their positions and length of
employment with ARC during the review period.

Figure 2:
Co-ordinator:

Staff Positions - July 1984 to June 1987

Jan King - 1981 to April 1985
Ruby Canharn - 1985 to date

Community Worker:

Jean Elliot - July 1984 to Febi-uary 1985
Martin Hengeveld - May 1985 to May 1986
Judith Perrin - September 1986 to
December 1987

Activities Worker/
Development Officer:
Legal Assistant:
Secretary:

Pat Parker - April 1985 to date

Gabrielle Baker - 1983 to March 1985
Chris Gibb - April 1985 to June 1985
Wendy Smith - July 1985 to date

Children's Worker:
Youth Worker:

Leanne McKibbon - November 1984 to date

John Kalka - July 1983 to 1986
Brian Quealy - October 1986 to January 1987
Rob Nabben - February 1987 to January 1988

Social Policy Action
Research Committee:
Research:

Nancy Raphael - October 1981 to June 1985

Margaret Fitsgerald - October 1986 to date

Helen Backman - December 1986 to date
Bob Long - January 1987 to July 1987

Social Security
Rights Project:

Steve Womersley - November 1984 to
November 1985

Interviews with Ruby and Nancy, in particular, were used in order
to represent the views of the organisation's indigenous workers
as accurately and comprehensively as possible. The experiences
and opinions of the discussants are presented in this report in
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the question and answer format of the interviews in order to
convey to the reader a feeling for the atmosphere of the centre
and its membership. This report is written from the spoken word
and there has been little alteration to the contents of the
discussion to retain a sense of the nature of ARC and its last
three years. The following profiles of Ruby, Nancy and Leanne
will add to the reader's understanding of the personality of the
participants.
The Participants
Ruby Canham
Ruby's association with the centre began some thirteen years ago
when she volunteered to work one day each week. With an everincreasing workload during the first twelve months, Ruby secured
funding from the Leith Trust to become the centre's full-time
Legal Worker.
As the Legal Worker, Ruby's aim was to pass on skills to lowincome people who often knew little about the law and who could
rarely afford to pay for legal advice. Ruby's interest in this
area arose from her experiences with young people who had got
into trouble with the police but who usually had no access to
sympathetic solicitors for support and assistance.
During her thirteen years with the centre, Ruby has seen many
changes and developments. The developments that impressed her
most were the young people who stayed longer at school to
complete their education, and the members who gained better
housing and developed self-confidence and skills.
Ruby also gained personally from her involvement with the centre.
She has learnt a range of legal and administrative skills, and
she has developed many friendships.
4

Ruby's abilities, energy and commitment to working with lowincome people have been recognised within the centre and in the
wider community.
Ruby currently runs ARC as its first indigenous
Co-ordinator;

she was the first non-lawyer on the Legal Aid

Commission; and she sits on the BSL Board of Directors and the
Broadmeadows Legal Sez'vice Board.
Nancy Raphael
Nancy became a member of ARC at the end of 1979 so that her three
children could take part in the school holiday program. Living
on a Widow's Pension at that time prevented Nancy from providing
outings and holidays for her children. Since the family's
membership in the centre though, they have all visited many parts
of Victoria and taken part in recreational activities that they
would not otherwise have been able to afford.
In 1980, Nancy became a volunteer Activities Worker, but soon
after she was appointed in that position on a part-time basis.
In 1984, the Activities Worker position was extended to full
time .
Nancy's time at ARC has been one of personal growth with learning
skills and having new experiences. The respect that Nancy has
gained from the members of the centre and her fellow workers is a
tribute to her abilities and personal qualities.
Nancy see's her future in developing accounting and typing skills
and extending her bookkeeping knowledge.
She looks forward to a
professional career that began here at ARC.

5'

Learme McKibbon
When Leanne left secondary school in third form, she experienced
periods of unemployment and moved between various short-term jobs
doing office work. Dissatisfied with her employment options,
Leanne chose to pursue a more rewarding career working with
children. This decision led her to volunteer on ARC'S Children's
Program five years ago.
Leanne's talents in working with children were quickly
recognised, and she moved onto full-time employment as ARC's
Children's Worker when funding became available.
Leanne's commitment to the children on the program has been
rewarded often. She enjoyed providing the children with new
experiences and activities and seeing them develop and grow.
Some who were introverted and shy mixed well with the other
children on the program, and this was, for Leanne, a great
achievement and a source of pleasure.
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CHAPTER TWO
THE AREAS OF WORK IN ARC
This chapter describes the main areas of work in ARC during the
review period, July 1984 to June 1987. It looks at each area in
turn by describing the role of each position in terms of ARC's
overall goals, major achievements, problems and changes.
The main areas of work during that time were the
Secretary/Bookkeeper, Co-ordinator, Community Worker and
Development Officer positions; the Legal Unit; the Youth and
Children's Programs; and the Research, Social Security Rights,
Social Action, and Action Research and Social Policy Projects.
i•

The Secretarv/Bookkeeper Position

N: The beginning of the three years was a very difficult period
because Jan, who had done a lot of the bookkeeping and
administrative work, left and that work was then passed on to the
Secretary/Bookkeeper. The Secretary we had proved
unsatisfactory, so we had to ask her to leave around the end of
the financial year, which left us with no worker. At that time
the books had to be done for the end of the financial year. We
had some people with typing skills to carry us over until we
could employ a new Secretary, but it took her a long time to get
used to our unique bookkeeping system. Although it was accurate
and honest, she had been taught differently. There was a lot of
time spent educating her on the intricacies of ARC bookkeeping
and funding.
J:

Were there any important landmarks in that period?

R : It was important that the indigenous worker took over the
books and got them to the accountants and there weren't any
problems.
7

N:

We were

able to get increased funding

from the Brotherhood.

They agreed

to fund the Children's Worker

on a full-time basis,

rather than only part-time, as in the past.

She was an

indigenous worker.
ii.

The Legal Unit

The Legal Unit Assistant and the Emergency Relief
J:

How would you describe the role of the Legal Assistant?

R: It took
a long time teaching that person. She had learned a
lot from her own family life, and she was
able to apply her
experiences on an day-to-day basis with other members. But it
was very difficult for her to decide how to deal with particular
problems, like whether to send clients to a Solicitor or not.
She was better handling emergency aid, because she had been in
that situation and she knew how people felt. She was good
delivering those services. She did learn to go to meetings and
talk up on behalf of low-income people. She was fair and she
treated everyone the same. She learned a lot about legal things
and applied it daily by advising members.
J:

What sort of work did that worker undertake during those

three years?
R: She learned how to do data sheets; and she had education on
criminal courts, magistrate's court, tenancy and consumer
problems. She sat in on writing submissions for sexual assault
and domestic violence.
J:

Were there any ma.ior achievements in that area?

R:

There were a lot of achievements.

She learned to talk up, to

contribute and to take notes at meetings.
8

We were able to trust

her with the money and to give it out to people.
concerned about the people she saw.

She was really

J : Were there problems in this area of work at all?
R: It was difficult for her to differentiate legal problems or
consumer problems or family law.
N: Not having enough emergency aid money to give to people was a
problem in itself.
R: The worker used to think that once she gave them some money,
then she could send them somewhere else to get some more. She
was concerned about people who didn't get emergency aid. We were
able to get money from the Court Fund after our Community
Services (Commonwealth Department) money dried up. We delivered
funds to Fitzroy, Collingwood, Clifton Hill and the surrounding
areas. Although the Legal Assistant was employed for fifteen
hours, she would always work more than that.

She supported the

other staff.
J:

Were there changes in the legal unit itself during that time?

R: It was unique because it was the only unit funded by the
Legal Aid Commission in Canberra that didn't have a full-time
Solicitor. Since our initial submission, our funding has
increased.
It was a legal area that just didn't send people to
court or to get legal assistance.
We found out what the wider
problem was and worked on that problem as well.
J: Would you say that you took a broader focus rather than just
the law, that is, you looked at everything that was happening in
that person's life?
R:

Yes, we looked into the past history of the person and tried
9

to link them into the appropriate places or programs.
If a
person was on drugs, we tried to get them some help before they
got to court.
It might be related to something that happened
when the person was younger, so we found out about that.
J:

How would you describe what you did, Ruby, in the legal unit?
>

R: I found out about Solicitors who could relate to low-income
people.
I kept data sheets. I went to court and talked up on
behalf of people.
I got involved in getting people community
work.
I told people their rights, if they rang up or came in,
regarding workers compensation or wages problems, consumer
problems, or car accidents, or school.
It was very broad.
J:

How did you see the legal unit and the work done in that area

as helping to achieve ARC'S goals?
R:

It was passing on information and knowledge to members, so

they knew their rights.
Legal Unit Achievements
J:

Were there any ma.ior achievements in that area in the last

three years?
R: Yes, we sat with other Community Centres on the domestic
violence in the home submission and with VCOSS on the child abuse
submission. We were involved in Carney's report and a submission
regarding neighbourhood disputes. Broadmeadows Legal Service was
set up by Jan King and I and we got a full-time Solicitor,
Secretary, Community Worker and Housing Officer. I am still on
their committee.
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I was proud that, when someone had something unjust done to them,
then I could say to them to appeal against that because it wasn't
right. When I went to court and spoke up for someone, and they
weren't charged but given a suspended sentence or a fine, I felt
good. Or if they got a big fine replaced with community work.
Or if someone didn't offend again.
If I had to go to court for
the same people all the time then I would question what I was
doing.
good.
iii -

If they stopped offending and getting into trouble it was

The.. Youth Worker and the Youth Program

The Role of the Program
N: The role of the Youth Worker was to run a program for
teenagers between the ages of twelve and eighteen; to provide
low cost activities that wouldn't otherwise be available to them
because they were all disadvantaged kids; to combine that with
an education component of social and survival skills; to support
them in their development and to help them build self-confidence,
which was one of the goals of ARC. The Youth Program linked in
closely with the goals and philosophies of ARC.
We had one Youth Worker who was with us for four years, and he
left us eighteen months ago. There were quite a number of
achievements while he was here. He ran an abseiling program for
the teenagers and the young adults, where he taught them to
abseil, and then they went around with the Youth Worker to other
Community Centres and taught other teenagers how to abseil. That
was very popular and took off for quite awhile.
It stopped just
before the Youth Worker left, when he felt that the kids could go
off and do that teaching on their own, but they wanted him to
provide transport. Part of their growth was to be able to arrange
that type of thing for themselves. That was very successful
overall.
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They also made two videos on 'Youth and the Law". The first one
was the teenagers and the Youth Worker, with advice from the
Legal Worker, explaining to youth their rights when they got
picked up by the police and the correct way to get those rights.
The second video explained the jargon associated with the law,
but it was never completed. That was not the fault of the Youth
Worker or the teenagers.
It was the production unit that fell
down on their part. We did learn a lot during the production of
that video.
They did a lot of fundraising.
stores, car wash and fun runs.

They had trash and treasure

Change of Workers
When he left, it was quite shattering for some of the kids,
because he had built up a strong support system and ties, and he
took a personal interest in their growth and development and the
crises in their lives. Some of them drifted away from the
centre, because they couldn't face that they had lost him and
they weren't ready to accept a new Youth Worker.
It took us
quite a long time to get suitable applicants to even consider
interviewing. For some time we didn't have a suitable worker.
It was left to the Children's Worker and myself and one of the
older teenage volunteers to run the program, to keep the interest
alive, and to give the kids something during the process of
hiring a new Youth Worker.
Finally, we chose a new Youth Worker, who unfortunately was the
wrong choice, and he was only with us for a few months. After he
left we had to readvertise. One of the reasons we couldn't get a
good worker was because we couldn't pay very good wages, and it
was only a 32 hour week. Then we got our current Youth Worker,
but he found it difficult to draw teenagers back to the centre,
because it was such a long time between workers.
In one way that
12

was sad, but in another it is good because those teenagers now
have outside interests. But at the moment he manages to attract
teenagers from the Brookes Crescent Estate, where they
desperately need a worker.
iv.

The Development Officer

Creating a New Position
N: Initially I was employed as the Activities Officer and
Children's Worker, but we employed another indigenous worker as
the Children's Worker, who I then trained to take over the
running of the Children's Program.
I don't think she was given
enough support and training, because when Jan left as Co
ordinator all our positions changed. Ruby took on three roles,
as Co-ordinator, Legal Worker and training the Legal Unit
Assistant, which kept her very busy. I supported Ruby and did
what she didn't have time to do in the day-to-day running of the
centre.
I was also doing bookkeeping and administration and
interviewing staff and getting called on by outside groups to
help them get started, showing them how to organise and run
camps, being involved in budgets at the Credit Union, taking part
in different submissions on policy issues such as child abuse and
sexual assult and domestic violence in the home. They were
pretty major changes for me, and to try to run activities as well
- it was a very difficult and busy period.
It was a big step up
in my personal growth and the growth of the organisation.
R: It was the first time that indigenous workers had done that
type of work before.
N: I'm still terrified in workshops or meetings.
I fight for
what I believe in and the issues that interest me. I am really
concerned about the other indigenous staff, who haven't had
sufficient support and training. The Children's Worker had
13

schooling, but that wasn't enough training to work in a place
like ARC.
The successes were the Social Club, the Savings and Loans Scheme,
and the Relaxation Classes. Now I am doing a lot of
administrative work, and the Children's Worker has taken on many
of the activities, which is good because I have been here for so
long that I have reached a stalemate in that area, and she has
fresh ideas and new activities.
v.

The Children's Worker and the Children's Program

L: The aims of the program were: to encourage caring and
sharing with each other, to provide new experiences for the
children, and to provide a recreational outlet for the children
at a minimal cost.
R: There were also educational activities. Some of those
included cooking, learning to make picture frames, and putting on
a concert.
It was a developmental thing.
L : We had police come to talk about road safety.

We took the

kids to the local fire station, and the firemen gave them a run
down about their jobs and how the calls come in. Ruby talked
about shoplifting and the consequences of that.
J:

How did those sessions go?

L:

They were quite popular.

Were they popular?

R: It was demonstration rather than just talking to them
straight out.
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The Children's Program and ARC's Goals
J:

Why did ARC have a Children's Program?

R: We had a lot of children. Developing the children should be
one of ARC's most important goals. We should concentrate on the
children to trv to break the cycle of poverty. We needed to
build up children's confidence and help them to develop, and the
only way was to give them the sort of activities that they
wouldn't have had otherwise.
L:

The parents often wouldn't be able to afford to pay for the

kids to go out on some activities. That was why they came to
ARC, to get a cheap rate, and they could go on camps more often.
We had three or four camps a year and the prices were a maximum
of $20 for a week.
R: People could pay that off. They knew a couple of weeks
before and they could pay it off bit by bit.
J: Do you think that it was important to the success of the
program that Leanne, the Children's Worker, was an indigenous
worker?
R: It was important to the goals that Connie Benn established in
trying to pass skills on to members.
If people were able to
develop certain skills then they were able to run a program, and
they just needed support.
It was also important to have an
indigenous worker who knew what the families had been through.
I'm not saying that a professional worker couldn't run it, but I
think we needed someone here who understood the members. Most of
the indigenous workers have had some crisis in their life. It
was good that an indigenous worker was running that program.

15

Changes in the Children's Worker Role

J:

Over that time, there were a few changes with that position

weren't there?

Did the Children's Worker take on some work that

she wasn't doing before that time?
R: Yes, the Children's Worker did take on some additional work.
She started doing the membership forms, and when Nancy became the
Development Officer she handed over some of the activities to the
Children's Worker.
L: When I first came to ARC, the secretary at the time was doing
the membership books, ARCIVES, and petty cash. When she left I
took over the newsletter (ARCIVES) and the membership books.
J : Did you have to learn those sort of things?
L: Yes, the Secretary taught me how to put the ARCIVES together
and the different processes to go through with the membership
books.
J:

Were there other sorts of things that you did?

L: Yes, I took the Day Outing. Members paid 50c each and once a
fortnight they chose a place to go to, and we went for a BBQ or
whatever they wanted to do on that day. They went on Market
Trips once a fortnight in the pension week. That was a cheaper
way of buying for all the members.
I took over the Youth Program
when the Youth Worker was away on holidays.
J:

Were you running the Teenage Program as well as the

Children's Program?
L: Mainly the night program, not a day one with the teenagers.
I had the children during the day and the teenagers at night.
16

When the Youth Worker left, I was running the Youth Program for
about eight weeks, and Nancy came and helped me out for the last
three weeks.
We started up weekly tennis recently, and will be starting up
swimming soon. I took the adult's camp at Fraser National Park
with ten adults for a weekend.
Successes and Problems
J: What about looking back. Were there some things that vou
thought vou did well, or which stand out in your mind?
L: The things that I did well were running a camp with the kids,
and dealing with any problems that came out of that.
J:

Were there some things that didn't work so well in the

Children's Program?
L:

We had a pre-school program, but people started to pull their

kids out of kindergarten expecting to drop them off here for the
day at no cost. We had that for a few weeks, but it just didn't
work out. The program involved play-dough and painting and
taking them up to baths. The parents were getting involved with
some of the activities, but it wasn't successful.
R: There were some difficulties when Leanne first started.
Members found it difficult to accept new workers.
L: It seemed that the day after a program the parents would
complain to Ruby at home about myself or the volunteers.
Sometimes the program didn't finish at the time I said to drop
the kids at home. One night we went ice skating, and by the time
I had helped the little ones put their boots on and off, we were
running half-an-hour late. What made things worse was that the
17

volunteer had some kids in his car and he got lost on the wayback. When I pulled up, the parents had lined up on the street
and were ready to abuse us. They weren't too bad with me, but
when the volunteer got back they all got stuck into him.
R: Every night or in the morning I would get a phone call to say
such and such had happened. We used to find out that it was a
petty thing. Not only did Leanne do the program, she would also
visit some of the mothers at tea time and help the children with
reading and help the mother supervise the kids during meals. She
did that in her own time.
L: Now it's not the same members. There are new children coming
to the program, and a lot of the older kids have moved on to the
Teenage Program or shifted out of the area.
R:

The new lot are different because, they are grateful and they

appreciate what you do. The mothers come and take an active part
in the program, whereas before they would just drop their kids
off and expect you to do everything. Now they want to know what
the children are doing and there is a good relationship between
the worker, the parents and the children.
J:

Were there other problem areas with the Children's Program?

L: Yes, with the volunteers. When I first started, I was a
volunteer with three others working with Nancy. Then I took over
that job. Many of the volunteers seemed to stay around for about
twelve months then they felt like they had done their time.
Trying to replace them was very difficult. Up until recently we
got two volunteers through an advertisement with other self-help
organisations in 'The Age'. But it was at least twelve months
before we had anyone regularly.
J:

How did that effect the program?
18

L:

I couldn't really take them swimming or on outings because

there were too many kids for me to handle, so I had to rely on
other workers, like Nancy. The volunteers brought fresh ideas,
and when they weren't here I started to repeat activities.
J: If you had to say whether the last three years were good or
bad, what would you say?
L: It was good, but in the last twelve months it has improved.
I think I got to a point where the problems started to get to me,
but with the new kids they and their parents don't expect too
much and they look forward to the program each week.
Skill Development
J: What about with you taking on all the new jobs and
responsibilities. Did you feel good about those changes?
L: Yes, it gave me more to do around the centre and not just
concentrating on the Children's Program.
I was able to mix with
the members more than some of the other staff.
J: Do you see yourself as having gained skills in that time or
gained a better grip on what your job was?
L: I did a lot of typing and office work, which was more
interesting.
It was more flexible, and I didn't have to do the
same thing all day.
I also did the Savings and Loans with Nancy.
That was a project which started back in the Family Centre days
to encourage members to save $2 per week for sixteen weeks and
then they were eligible for a loan of $68 to make up $100 with
their savings, which they paid back at $2 per week. It was for
people to see that low-income people could save and get loans and
pay them off. There are about forty-nine to fifty people in that
scheme.
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I did two six week courses at Footscray TAFE on child
development, and a first aid course with St. Johns Ambulance.
The former involved the development of kids up to the age of six.
J:

So kids coming onto the program at that age, you would be

able to tell whether their development up to that stage was on
track?
L: Yes, also some of the kids on the program might have had
slight problems, like being highly strung or over-active. They
tended to run around yelling and screaming, so I let them go to
some extent, to let off some steam that they might not be able to
at home.
Last March I went onto the Management Committee of Broadmeadows
Legal Centre to talk about finances, and the running and
operation of the place.
I got onto that so another
representative from ARC could eventually take Ruby's place.
I'm
not that keen on meetings and it was high powered.
I learned a
little, but it wasn't in my area of work so I didn't see the
relevance.
vi.

The Research: The Income and Expenditure Study

R: In December we employed a professional researcher to research
members of ARC to look at the amount of money people had to live
on and to make ends meet. The study also looked at different
issues, like Christmas spending and the costs of going back to
school. Another family member worked on the research so that the
professional worker could pass some of her skills on to the
member. There were meetings with the families who represented
different pensions, like Widows Pension and Invalid Pension and
Unemployment Benefit. The members were given $20 to keep a diary
of their expenditure. They did a good job keeping up with their
diaries. Each month the researcher would interview the family
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about their expenses.
The professional worker really fitted in with ARC and the members
got to trust her, and that was a credit to the worker. Members
didn't generally like people coming into their houses. Halfway
through the program, the research assistant decided to leave, so
someone else had to be trained.
The research can be used to show the government that people are
below the basic wage and slipping further behind Henderson's
poverty line. Members in the Social Action Program can use the
information to put up facts about people who live on a low
income. It will also show which of the pensioners have the
hardest time making ends meet.
vii.
R:

The Social Security Rights Pro.ie.ct

ARC put in a submission for CEP funding with another ten

groups, such as the Council for Single Mother and Her Child.
It
was difficult because all the workers were dispersed among the
different groups. They would only meet once a week on one
afternoon, so they worked in isolation.
The idea for the project came out of us wanting to show the
government what changes were needed in the entire structure of
the social security system.
It was also to get people from a
range of organisations together for discussions and information
sharing.
J: So ARC was able to identify an area where there were problems
and to come up with something by way of a solution? Was that a
successful project?
R:

No it wasn't.

Our Community Worker changed, leaving us

without a worker, therefore during that time the workers on the
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project had themselves become the committee members. The final
report was launched, but the problem was in ARC, as the auspice
body, not being able to provide continuous input and supervision
to the project.
viii.
R:

Action Research and Social Policy

We found that we were delivering a lot of services, and we

wanted members to take on action themselves. The staff were
going to meetings and talking to people about reports and social
action, but members weren't really taking part in it. For their
own growth they had to learn to participate in the things that
effected them. So we decided to form a group with old and new
members.
It wasn't successful because we had two people who were
further advanced than others. We also had the person who was
involved with the Social Security Rights Project, and the
Community Worker. They made some decisions, but there were times
when we had to intervene and stop it because it would have got us
into trouble.
It only lasted for a couple of months.
Some older
members wanted to use strategies that other members were afraid
of, which caused a clash.
ix.

Poverty Action Program - Social Policy Action
Research Committee

We then put in a submission to the Poverty Action Program to get
funding to do social action.
It was to employ a person full
time. We wanted a family member to work on this project, and the
Community Worker to pass on skills.
It started off as part-time
and it was to be extended when the indigenous worker got more
skills. The person we got for the job didn't quite have enough
skills, so we looked around among the members to see if someone
else had different skills. We found someone who was appropriate,
but there was conflict between the two workers. Once again it is
a member from the old centre and a new member. The new worker
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was a really good indigenous worker, which relates to the need to
take on people with at least some skills.
J:

What actually went on in the SPARC?

R: The Community Worker met with both of the workers, and then
there were meetings with the members. At first the members
weren't quite sure, so they needed encouraging with a pen, a clip
board and a writing pad. This gave them something that they
could keep as their own. It was explained to them how to write
to government bodies. The member would sit with a worker and
write the letter. The member's name was signed, not the workers.
When they got a letter back, that gave them another
encouragement. They got a thrill from that. Giving them
responsibility helped them to develop skills and confidence to
speak up for themselves among professionals. They attended
seminars, had a couple of planning days, and had workshops at
Common Ground about how to run meetings and what makes a good or
bad meeting. They learned little things but it was another
hurdle they had crossed.
I see people from the Family Centre who
never took part, now they are actually taking part.
Social Action Issues
J:

What were some of the issues that they were actually involved

in?
R: Housing, social security, tenancy, transport, health, the
dentist. They didn't only get involved in the things they were
close to, but other community groups asked them to take on
different issues. The members got asked what they thought, and
the Community Worker would take that back to different agencies.
I think ARC is holding its own, whereas there was a time when
nobody wanted to know us.
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X.

The Co-ordinator

J: During the three years there was a big change for you and for
ARC in that you took on the position of Co-ordinating from Jan
King. What was the transition like for you Ruby?
R: It was frightening.
I didn't think that I would survive.
Also, at the same time, I had to do the legal area.
J: So you had to continue with the legal work and do the Co
ordinating on top of that?
R: Right. I didn't support the legal assistant at that time.
Instead of sitting down with her to show her the work, I was
dealing with people who had personal conflict, I was supporting
new staff, and I was trying to cope with ARC's goals.
I had a
bit of experience as Co-ordinator when Jan was on leave, but any
hard decisions I left until she returned. At the time I felt
washed out and drawn, and I questioned why Iwas here.
I had to
learn when professional and indigenous staff were taking me for a
fool. Sometimes we had professional staff who would go out of
their way to trip me up. I hadn't had the training to deal with
people who were trying to be smart.
The Co-ordinator's Role
J: How would you describe what the Co-ordinator in ARC did?
What did you actually do as Co-ordinator?
R: I had to see what family members wanted and to stop conflict
between the members or staff.
I had to be there and talk to
them. I had to support new workers who felt threatened.
I
talked to professionals and the community to tell them our goals
and the way we worked and what happened at ARC. I saw that the
rules that were set by members were followed. People rang up to
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come and see ARC, because the Brotherhood has used ARC as an
experiment and a lot has been written. Also, I talked to and got
members to talk to different school groups.
I got material ready
for the Board to make decisions.
If members had something happen
at home, they came and asked my advice on a whole range of
things.
»

J:

It was a pretty big task?

R: It covered a whole lot of different areas. I worried if we
didn't have enough money to do what we really wanted to do.
Seeing that members took an active part in doing things in the
centre like making decisions and attending meetings. Listening
to members' complaints took up a lot of my time. Trying to look
at different activities and peacemaking.
Supporting members
personally and some of them on weekends. Although I knew I
didn't have to work weekends, sometimes there was no choice.
Going to the functions and the camps.
J:

Were there some things that you did as Co-ordinator that you

were happy with or proud of?
R: I learned more from professional staff.
If I hadn't had the
experience from the last Co-ordinator, I wouldn't have taken on
the job. We were successful in getting more staff and improving
the quality of staff, even though they had to take a cut in pay.
We had members participating more in the centre, and the personal
conflict wasn't happening as often. Now I can do my work without
a lot of trouble.
I have still been able to be a friend to many
of members as well as the Co-ordinator.
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xi.

The Community Worker

R: ARC had a community worker mainly because we needed to link
ARC and ARC's ideas into the community, because if we were going
to educate people about low-income peoples' lifestyles and ideas,
we needed someone to represent them.
The First Worker
One of the problems we had was that the last Co-ordinator used to
do a lot of the Community Worker's work, and when she left we had
to also get a new Community Worker. After a long time we did get
a new worker who was middle class, and this was a real culture
shock and very destructive for him. We sent him out to interview
the members and ask them what they would like at the centre, what
was lacking. The interview would take a whole day, and the
information we got back just caused conflict among the staff. He
would take things to the Board without discussing it with me or
other staff. He couldn't understand that the members just didn't
have enough food, that young children didn't get fruit during the
week, and they didn't get milk during the day. They were the
kids who got sick and couldn't keep up at school.
When the community worker left, we replaced him with Judith.
The Second Community Worker - Building Community Links
J: When I came to ARC there had been a gap in the Community
Worker position, so for sometime I had to work to re-establish
ARC in the community sector and rebuild the links that had been
let drop a bit. The sort of work I undertook in that twelve
months was to get ARC back into the community sector, so it had
an opportunity to put a perspective that the community sector
wasn't getting anywhere else.
It was very important that ARC
played that role for disadvantaged people, and it was unique in
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that it was able to provide insights and perspectives that you
don't get anywhere else.
I have always been gratified that most
organisations and individuals were very eager to listen to what
ARC had to say and they generally acted on that.
Community Work Achievements
In terms of things that I felt were real achievements in the
community work area, we made a contribution to a submission or
response to a policy issue that put a different slant or
perspective on things and that was included. Organisations and
agencies that I had contact with generally recognised and
respected the contributions that ARC made in policy debates.
In terms of the role of ARC in policy debates, it was worth while
having a Community Worker who acted as a conductor and gathered
the views of members and staff at ARC and then presented those
views in a number of different forums. Sometimes that meant
having to fight for that view, and sometimes people were a bit
sceptical and didn't want to know about it. For people who had
more experience in the field they were able to recognise that ARC
did know what it was talking about when it was talking about the
views of people on low-incomes. They had something valuable to
offer by way of being able to have some understanding of how
policy issues effected people on a low-income, and sometimes the
unintended consequences of policy. They had some insight into
the way that people on low-income thought and acted.
That twelve month period was a time of doing work to re-establish
ARC's place in the sector, and it was gratifying that ARC came to
hold a position on its own. We were frequently having
organisations and people coming to us to ask us to contribute to
policy discussion in some way. That was a real statement about
how we were seen in the sector.
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Some of the other sorts of work that I did were with the Social
Action area, supporting members and staff in that program. That
has shown that the approach that ARC took in working with people
on low-incomes, I think, it was the right approach. By giving
people the opportunities and a chance to learn skills and to get
information, seemed to hold the key for those people to then go
on and take control of their life in the ways that they wanted.
Community Worker Gains From ARC
R:

Did you learn anything when you were here at ARC?

J : I think that I learnt more than I had learnt during my
course.
I am very sad that I won't be staying at ARC to learn
more, because the experience I gained at ARC and the insight I
gained from working very closely with people on low-incomes,
can't be gained in any other way. I don't think that formal
training or reading about some of these issues can give you the
sort of insight you can gain by coming into contact with the
people who are experiencing those disadvantages. You need to be
able to look at what is happening around you and to interpret
that back into policy.
If you do have that ability, then I think
that what you can learn at ARC is enormous, and only limited by
the amount of time you have to learn those lessons. Whereever I
go to work next, I see the members and staff of ARC as
consultants to me. I recognise that I don't have the answers
that books can't provide, and that my personal resources don't
provide me with the answers. You need to be able to speak and
consult with people who do have those experiences and knowledge
to be able to understand what is going on and what their view is
and how something is going to effect them.
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Professional and Indigenous Workers

R:

Could I have your opinion of indigenous workers?

J: When I first came to ARC, I didn't know about what was going
on or about the history of ARC. Until it was pointed out to me
that a lot of the staff were indigenous workers, it meant nothing
to me. That says a lot about how professional you were, that I
couldn't tell the difference.
I think that the indigenous
workers at ARC were very professional, particularly Ruby and
Nancy.

You really sell yourself short when vou describe yourself

as indigenous workers , even, though, you don/t have professional
qualifications I don't think that vou can describe yourself as
indigenous workers anymore.__ You need to come up with another
term to describe vour range of abilities._experiences and
knowledge.
__ You both graduated a long time ago from being
indigenous workers.
In terms of working with indigenous workers in ARC, they were
very special in that they did know what they were talking about,
and the professional workers didn't have insights into the lives
of disadvantaged people.
Some of us may have had battles when we
were kids and relative disadvantage compared to other
professional workers, but I think it is an impossibility for
people who have experienced some of the disadvantages that some
of the members have had, that they would ever have become
professional workers. We don't have those insights, even though
we might have sympathy, I don't think we can bridge that gap.
Because of that, the indigenous workers were able to have very
special relationships with the members. They were able to see
more clearly the sorts of problems that people experienced

.the.

sorts of solutions that would work,_and the directions that
needed to be taken. I have always admired the ability of the
indigenous workers to come up with the solutions that were very
creative, very sensible and down to earth.
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I was impressed by

their common sense, and it was often that which directed their
work rather than some theoretical basis that might not have been
applicable to a situation.
The only thing with indigenous workers that I didn't recognise
and I didn't initially contribute much towards, because I didn't
see that they were indigenous staff because they worked so well,
was their need for support. Perhaps that was because they lacked
confidence in their own abilities, even though they were able to
do really well and run rings around professional workers. They
believed that because they didn't have that piece of paper then
they lacked something. But they didn't lack anything, other than
that confidence that the piece of paper gives people. Having
that piece of paper doesn't give people skills, insight or
abilities. The indigenous workers had that, but they didn't have
that confidence.
Supporting Indigenous Workers
For professional people working with indigenous workers, they
need to be sympathetic to those peoples' needs for support and
reassurance about their work. For people who are starting as
indigenous workers, professional people need to be aware of and
sympathetic to how difficult it is to move into a professional
role. They need to understand that indigenous workers are often
still experiencing the disadvantages that they are working to
overcome. That means that they are really behind the eight ball
to take on training and jobs. It is often too easy for
professional workers, who don't have to battle with those
disadvantages, to look at a new indigenous worker and wonder why
they don't pick up things more easily, and why they don't have as
much energy or mental energy for the job.

Professional workers

need to be aware that an indigenous worker has to leave home
where there is a couple of kids, struggle on public transport to
get to work, wondering how they are going to feed the kids that
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night and how they are going to pay the bills they have in their
purse that they can't possibly pay. Professional staff who are
working with indigenous workers, especially when they are
training, need to be a little more thoughtful than they often
are .
Community Worker Impressions of ARC
R:

What would be your main impression of ARC?

J: The things that impressed me most in ARC were you Ruby, the
other indigenous staff and members. I felt as though it was a
real privilege to work at ARC. My horizons were expanded having
worked here, and when I think of what could have happened in my
career, had I not made that decision to come, frightens me. I
feel as though I learnt a lot that is all due to you, the other
indigenous workers and the members.
R:

It was hard for a professional person to come in to work in

ARC. The members seemed to be the first to work out if they were
going to fit in or not, and the members could make it really hard
if you didn't look like fitting in.
J : It is too easy for professionals in the welfare sector to
keep themselves isolated from the people that they are really
meant to be working for. It is much too attractive to have
yourself in an office where you don't have to see the difficult
things, you don't have to know what it is really like out there
for the people you are supposed to be doing things for. Too
often that happens to very well-intentioned people, that they do
get seduced into jobs where they are shuffling paper or in
meetings and they are too busy to speak to people and to find out
what is happening to them out there.

31

R:

People find it very hard to get around the welfare field and

to get the help that they need, and all of a sudden professionals
want to talk and consult. It worries me that they aren't in touch
with members in ARC. They expect to relate on their level, not
at the grass roots.

CHAPTER THREE
THE INDIGENOUS WORKERS
The cornerstone of ARC'S philosophy was that low-income people
control and determine the direction and decisions in their own
lives.
Indigenous workers were employed in ARC to work toward
this goal, and to provide information about low-income people,
based on their own experiences, to the welfare and government
sectors. During the review period, there were four indigenous
workers at ARC including the Co-ordinator, the Activities Worker
(now Development Officer), the Children's Worker and the Legal
Assistant.
i.

Ra.le-.Qf the Indigenous Workers

J: In terms of ARC between July 1984 and June 1987, what sort of
things did indigenous workers do?
N: They took over the co-ordination of the centre, and they did
a lot of administration work.
R : We got people involved in making policy and rules about camps
and the centre.
It was also the indigenous workers who passed on
skills and information to the professional workers at times.
Every time we got a professional worker, the indigenous workers
had to spend some time in educating them about low-income people
and in the different ways we did things.
J: When you talk about educating professional staff, what do you
mean? What sorts of things were you looking at?
R: We were looking at keeping to ARC's goals and policies, which
were different to other organisations' because they were made up
by the members themselves. Many of the professional people we
had were reluctant to pass on skills to members, or they went to
33

all the meetings and did the things of a Community Worker, but
they neglected to pass on the information and to share the
resources they got.
N: Because they were Qualified Social Workers, for example, and
someone needed some help, some of them thought that they should
be the ones to help. They didn't realise that that person had a
choice of who they wanted to help them.
J: What was the reason for ARC employing indigenous workers
during that three years? Whv have indigenous workers? Why not
just have professional staff?
N: It was decided long ago that we needed a balance between
professional and indigenous workers. The Board felt that it was
important to have a professional Community Worker and Youth
Worker, which left two indigenous positions, and it was part of
the training and development of the indigenous worker to move on
as Co-ordinator after Jan left.
Because vou can't get all the answers out of a book and
indigenous workers had the practical experience, if you had a
combination of both professional and indigenous workers you had
both the theoretical and practical expertise. If you had a good
team they could work really well together.
R: I think that it was always the Brotherhood's plan to have
indigenous workers, to train them and give them skills to look
for work in the wider community.

34

ii.
J:

Expectations of the Indigenous Workers
How would you describe the expectations that the professional

s-taff had.of.Indigenous .workers? What do you think they
thought about indigenous workers and what did they expect you to
be able to do?
R: I think it depended on the person. The majority of
professional workers were alright to us, and I think that was
because we had strong links with members. We were respected by
members, and we had close contact with them. Nancy and I had
been taught to be strong about things.
N: There were a few professional workers who came in and found
it very difficult to accept the fact that an indigenous worker
was on the same level as them. They thought that because they
had the schooling and had a certificate then they had the right
answers to everything. But the majority of them were really
good, and accepted ARC's point of view and our opinions. There
were one or two professionals who, as males, found it difficult
to have a female Co-ordinator. But that happens everywhere.
J : How would you describe the expectations the members had of
staff?
R : They expected you to be mum._dad.,, godmother, god,and teacher.
If they had a problem at school, we were supposed to solve that
problem, go up to the school with them and play the part of being
the voice for the family. With Social Security, we had to fix
problems.

We had to be everything.

We had to.

N: They had very high expectations of the staff, but at the same
time they had very low self-confidence.
For example, I don't
believe that they needed a staff person on an adult camp. They
were all responsible adults, capable of taking themselves off for
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a week.
R:

But they didn't feel as if they could do it.

Younger people sometimes got stood over by others, so you

probably needed a staff member then. That went back to the old
ARC, when there were strong ones, and some were unable to stand
up to the other members.
J : Were the members" expectations of the indigenous workers
realistic?
N: A lot of members' expectations were far too high. They
thought that because an indigenous person was given a position,
and they were getting paid for it, then they should be jack-ofall-trades and work all the time without getting paid.
R: I think that they expected us to be here weekends,_morning,
noon and night, but they didn't expect professional people to be
here. I wonder if we created that problem ourselves though,
because when we came there was no-one here working at weekends,
but at that time there were a lot of people getting into trouble.
They needed someone at weekends for their problems.
J : When you said that you may have created some of those
problems being on call twenty-four hours a day, what did you mean
about creating them?
R: I suppose people knew that I had the information that they
needed, for instance, if they got into trouble with the police,
they knew that I had the legal skills which they needed. I
suppose I was the only one around who could go if they needed
bail or if they needed talking to at the Police Station, or
getting the Solicitors there. They knew that I was handy.
N: I used to get a lot of phone calls at night or weekends from
people who were on their own or lonely and wanted somebody to
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talk to.
J:

So you made yourself available?

R: I think that was one of the things that we had to do mainly
because they had all these staff at the old ARC, and all of a
sudden that was taken away from the members when it closed.
N : They tended to look on us as a friend or part of the family,
therefore they expected us to be there.
R: With ARC, even if you were a professional or an indigenous
worker, if the members respected you or they liked you, they saw
you as a friend of the family, therefore in return they expected
to be able to get in touch with you, no matter what. They were
very annoyed if we didn't go to the AGM, if we didn't go to the
Christmas party, their engagements, weddings or christenings.
That was the sort of thing we got involved in in ARC.
What they had to put up with was very hard on some of the
indigenous workers.
It was easier to say to the indigenous
workers than to the professional staff that they weren't worth
it, that they shouldn't have the job. They would say it to the
Legal Assistant or to the Children's Worker, but it was another
thing to say it to m e . I never had people come up and abuse me.
I think it was different for me because I hadn't lived in the
highrise flats, whereas when you lived near them you were
inclined to share your home with them, so if you had a fight they
would come to work and make it awkward for you. If one of your
relations was fighting, they could get even with you here. You
still had to face these things, especially from the males who put
the females down if the females got a job.
J:

Where do you think the balance lies in terms of the

importance of a good relationship with the members as opposed to
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the demands that people put on you?

R:

They needed to be able to trust and to be trusted.

I think

that we had to let them respect and trust us first, because there
was not a lot of trust or respect for either professional or
indigenous workers in the old days.
N:

In some ways it created dependency on us, but part of the

development of the relationships was being able to say to that
person, "Saturday I'm with my family, don't ring me, do your own
thing". So it gradually decreased, and they were not so
dependent on me and more able to go out and use other resources.
J: How did other workers in the field see and treat ARC's
indigenous workers?
R: We were treated much better in the last three years. We were
gradually respected and trusted.
It was not always like that,
because ARC had a bad history of indigenous workers. Some
workers only knew about one subject, such as housing issues, and
they wouldn't keep an appointment.
Other workers in the field
knew that ARC had fights and internal problems.
J: In terms of the change, starting to get the trust and respect
of others in the welfare field, what happened? What changed?
R: Jan King helped to change things, by talking about low-income
people. She gave us good character references by saying that we
did work and we could be trusted and we were as good or even
better than some professional people. There were other
professional people like Hayden who worked in ARC and knew Nancy
and I. We earnt that respect, which was good. We went out to do
talks. We had to show others outside that we were good workers.
Then I was on the Legal Aid Commission, and people got to know me
and ARC. We got ourselves known in different places, so we
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gained respect which wasn't always there.
J:

What do you think it was that meant you did get that respect?

N : We were responsible, and we kept appointments.
If we
couldn't go to a meeting then we would always notify someone.
didn't go and just push our point across. We listened to the
other side of the story as well.

We

R: We were willing to contribute, and when we were asked
questions we gave information, and if they asked for help we
would give it. We were there when they were putting submissions
in, and we gave our opinion. We could compete with some of them,
and we weren't just lazy. For the first time there wasn't a
distinction made between the indigenous workers and professional
staff. We gained their respect by our work, and we left the
feeling that we were responsible. Others came up to talk to us
which made us feel that we were as good as what they gave us.
N: In the Welfare field there was a strong feeling, when ARC
first became a Co-operative in 1981, that it was just going to be
a fly-by-night thing. Once the Brotherhood didn't control it so
much, they thought it would just crumble.
R: In the Welfare field during the Family Centre days there was
a lot of mistrust. All of a sudden there was a lot of money
being put into this project, and other community groups had to
resubmit every twelve months, and they weren't assured of getting
funding. There was a lot of anxiety at the end of each year.
They had a problem that ARC didn't have. Right from the start
there was that bitterness between some community groups and ARC
members.

iii .

Training' Needs and Support

J : What sort of training needs do you think the indigenous
workers had at the time?
N: Ruby and I had already done our training, and I did most of
my training on-the-job.
>
R: Personally, I had the training that I came in with because I
had worked as a volunteer and I'd worked in the community from my
own home.
I brought skills with me, but there were new things to
learn, like ARC's policy.
Jan King would bring information back to staff meetings and ask
questions.
She would tell us what was happening and she would
ask us questions about that. I think she used to raise issues
and let us think about it ourselves. For example, with VCOSS Jan
was saying she didn't want to go and take one of us by the hand.
But I said, inspite of that, we should have someone go to get
information and to get our points across. I would give my
reasons and Jan would say, "what about this or that". That was
one example of Jan making us a bit stronger, so we could stand up
for ourselves. That was one of the ways we learnt that just
because they were professionals we didn't have to accept what
they said.
J : When you talk about training indigenous workers, what would
you do?
N: I'd take the person aside with me. If it was a particular
activity, like craft, I'd say to the person, "we're going to be
doing this today. Have you done it before?" If not, I would
show them the way I did it. If they had done it, I would ask,
"which way do you do it, because it is probably better than
mine".
I'd go through all that before others arrived, so that
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the person with me wouldn't feel as if they had been put on the
spot, not knowing what to do.
group beforehand.

I'd explain everything about the

J : S.Q.__.y.o.u're saving that it was learning bv doing. You didn't
give people a Pile of books and they would so and read them and
then they would know it all.__ It was more on-the-.iob training of
■actually doingJ:

In the three year period the Children's Worker came on board

and so did the Legal Assistant-

What were their training needs?

R : The new indigenous staff first had to learn to separate their
relationships between home and work.
N: We had to learn to cut off from family and friends and to act
as a worker. We had to switch off from our home problems and to
come to work, and to switch off from work's problems too. A lot
of professionals would have had similar problems, but they
wouldn't work in an open setting like this and they would
probably have more resources to deal with this.
Indigenous
workers needed a lot of support to build up their selfconf idence .
R: They wanted to be told that they were doing a good job and to
get credit and encouragement for what they did, and to be given
responsibility.
N:

We asked for their advice and opinions and we respected what

they had to say.
R: Even if we didn't agree with what they were saying, we
supported them.
If they spoke up in a meeting, we didn't
undermine them and what they said.
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J:

Was the training provided?

R: No , I can't say that it was. They didn't get as much as they
should have got because of the workload, interruptions and the
changeover in staff, members and programs. Things didn't always
work out the way we planned.
N: With the Children's Worker, who started just before Jan
finished, it was a real problem, and something that I felt bad
about. Because of my heavy workload I wasn't able to spend as
much time training her as I should have.
The Children's Worker wasn't given enough support and training to
build up her self-confidence and to learn how to write letters
and reports. At that time, Ruby was still doing the legal work
and she had just become the Co-ordinator. We had a new Community
Worker, a new Secretary and we had a Youth Worker. The
Children's Worker, an indigenous worker, was just new and she
needed training and support which she didn't get. The Youth
Worker helped, but he had commitments with the program, so that
put extra pressure on Ruby and I .
At that time, the Youth Worker was having trouble with the older
teenagers. The teenage program had just changed, so that those
over eighteen had to leave, and they formed a young adult's
group. We had a new program and new staff, which put a big
burden on Ruby and I, so some things got neglected. The Legal
Assistant, an indigenous worker, was employed, but it was still
difficult for Ruby to be Co-ordinator, to do the legal work and
to train the Legal Assistant as well.
R: It was difficult for the Legal Assistant because it was a
very involved area.
If I wasn't there, the Assistant was
inclined to send everyone down to the Solicitor, but he couldn't
afford to have just everyone go down there. I think the Legal
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Assistant has changed just lately. Since we staz'ted having
meetings, she has talked up and taken notes.
It was a slow
process. With me it was a different thing because I liked legal
things and I found out by going to court, reading, going to the
university and talking to different Solicitors that I met, and
working at the Legal Aid in Broadmeadows. Emergency aid got much
better with the Legal Assistant and she makes fewer mistakes with
the filing.
It was a long process of building her selfconfidence.
1?: It was very important for indigenous workers to know that
people thought their ideas and opinions were important.
I was
put down many times by professionals, and when that happened it
took a long time to get over it and build up again.
J: You said that the indigenous staff didn't get the training
and support that they mav have needed. What was the effect of
that?
N: Slower development, and feelings of insecurity, of not
belonging, and of inferiority. They were often fearful. They
copped abuse from the members because they hadn't had sufficient
training.
If they were sitting doing nothing, then the members
would call them a bludger and accuse them of getting paid for
doing nothing.
J : What, changes occurred at that time to prevent you from
training the new indigenous workers?
N: When Jan left in April we had a Secretary who had just been
employed, but she left in June, which was near the end of the
financial year. This left us without a Bookkeeper. Fortunately
I had some experience doing the books for the Savings and Loans
Scheme and I was a volunteer at the Credit Union, so I was able
to fix up the accounts and get them to the auditors to confirm
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our funding for the next twelve months.

R: Nancy also had to negotiate to get the funding for the
Children's Worker, because, at that time, the Brotherhood wasn't
going to give us the money.
N: I was the full-time Activities Worker and Children's Worker,
and although I was working full-time, I was only getting paid for
part-time. So I was doing all the camps - childrens', adults',
families' - and I did a lot of work for the teenagers. They
decided to pay me for the hours I was working, and to divide the
position up and train someone to take over the Children's
Program. However, the Brotherhood had only agreed to partly fund
a Children's Worker, and the rest had to come from CEP funding
for twelve months. After the twelve months we had to re
negotiate with the Brotherhood to fund the Children's Worker
full-time and that was when the change over of staff happened.
J:

Is there anything more you want to add about the support that

the indigenous workers needed?
R : I think that I got my support from ex-workers.
I was known
to go up to David Green, Hayden Raysmith, Sue Spence and others.
I think that you found the support yourself, but they had to be
people that you could trust and you had confidence in and they
weren't going to lead you up the wrong path.
It was knowing
people who had the skills to support you. You needed to go to
people who had a few more skills than yourself.
J:

What about some of the newer indigenous workers, like the

Legal Assistant, and the Children's Worker, do you think their
support needs were met?
R : I don't think so. I think we mothered them a bit at first,
then as time went on we just let them work things out for
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themselves, because we had so much to do. There were times when
I would sit down with the Legal Assistant, when she came in upset
because somebody had said something. So I tried to talk to her
and to advise her.
I would say that they were picking at you
because they were jealous because they didn't get a job, and they
didn't have the skills. They would do the same thing to
professional staff who didn't help the members. They did it to
any workers who took a place in ARC.
When the Children's Worker first came here, every Tuesday night
the members would ring my house and say she was doing something
wrong. There was one big episode when the worker picked the kids
up to go bowling.
I received a phone call to say that she was
asleep at the
had a meeting
wouldn't even
that anything

Bowl drunk.
I got those phone calls often, so we
and the mothers all came. The main complainers
admit that they knew what the meeting was about and
was wrong. Every night something happened. One of

the silliest little things was when the Children's Worker was
coming into work, she picked up one of the children walking from
the tram. Because the child was bought here by car, there was a
crisis.
N: I supported the Children's Worker at home a lot after hours.
She used to come home to talk something over. That should have
happened more in the centre.
R: There wasn't enough training. The Children's Worker used to
go to people's homes, and I think that when a problem came up,
instead of facing the problem straight away, she would turn to
Nancy.
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IV .

Benefits. Problems and Achievements.

J : What have been the benefits of having indigenous workers as
part of ARC?
P: Many indigenous workers have been here longer than
professional people. They saw three generations develop, and
were able to see things from one generation to the next. We were
straight and talked in their language so that they understood.
We helped them and supported them to achieve something, but we
did not control them like some professional workers did. We
allowed them to make their own decisions.
If it had just been
professionals, with no indigenous workers, then the members
wouldn't have had a say about many things.
N: Indigenous workers had an understanding of what the people
were going through, and therefore could see that there were many
reasons for that particular problem or crisis. They could offer
solutions and they didn't say, "well, this is what you have to
do, and I'm going to check up on you every week to make sure
you're doing it". They were given the freedom to choose.
R: We needed to learn policies and we needed good professional
workers to teach us that. But because we had been on a lowincome ourselves and had had a lot of experiences, we were able
to understand the problems better than professional people who
had just learnt from a book. Some professional staff didn't know
that at the end of the second week some people only had a cup of
coffee with a lot of sugar in it to survive on. We knew about
those things, so it was easy for us to go up and say, "how about
you doing this".
If you talked to members who came for emergency
aid, they preferred to come here because they weren't put down.
We said, "alright, we can help you, but we can only help you a
certain number of times". We let them know straight away that we
could only help them a few times, so they knew right from the
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start. They knew if we didn't have assistance here we would try
to get it somewhere else.
It was not that we couldn't help them
and that was that.
J:

Were there problems associated with having indigenous staff?

R: One of the problems with having indigenous staff was when it
came to writing submissions and making policies.
It was not so
much policies which effected ARC or putting up solutions in a
meeting, but moreso it was policies which were going to
government. We needed professional input there.
I'm not saying
we actually needed a Welfare Worker, but we needed someone who
was a good writer.
Indigenous workers seemed to lack that
writing experience and putting reports and documents together.
N: I wrote a submission and did all the figures and I was really
proud of myself. But Jan pointed out to me, when somebody else
read it they could put a different perspective on it, and we
might not have got the funding.
So it was important to be able
to see all angles.
Achievements
R: The strength and the success we had being Co-ordinated by an
indigenous worker was because the two indigenous workers worked
well together. Their ideas were the force behind ARC. Nancy and
I had the same ideas, and we were able to achieve what Connie
Berm set out, and that was that the centre was run by indigenous
workers. When it was left to indigenous workers before, it fell
down because of the internal fighting rather than getting on with
what they were meant to be doing.
N: If we did have a difference of opinion we were able to talk
it out.
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R:

If we did sit down and talk about it, it didn't mean that we

were going to agree, but at least we were able to sit and talk.
We knew we didn't have all the answers, but we knew we could
learn. We were not afraid of admitting that we did something
wrong, so we just started again. One of our strengths was that
we trusted each other, and we knew that we were coming to work
and nobody was going to do anything to deliberately upset us,
which happened in the past.
One of the models of ARC was to pass on skills to low-income
people. Right from the start of the Family Centre Project,
Connie Berm's idea was to pass on skills to the members and
eventually they would take over the centre and run it. But three
years to train people was really short sighted.
It takes at
least five years to train and educate some professionals, but
here you had people with very little schooling and few skills,
who had never been able to talk up for themselves, let alone use
the phone. Here you had to pass on skills and train them in
three years. You couldn't do that.
It was just impossible and
short sighted.
I think that what should have happened was that
it should have been a longer time with more training.
If you are
looking at training people with multi-problems it's really hard.

J : How do you see the future place of indigenous workers in ARC?
Do you think there is a future for indigenous workers in ARC?
N: There is a future for indigenous workers in ARC if they have
the staff and resources to train them. What worries me is where
do they go from ARC?
J : How do you see the future place of indigenous workers in the
welfare sector?
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R : There is a future for the indigenous workers in the welfare
sector if there is training, time and input. They must be
dedicated people who don't just come in and do one thing and then
call themselves indigenous workers.
It has to be good training
about a range of things. There is a place for them in the
community in the welfare field because I have never heard a
professional person say that they liked doing case work.
I found
that that was what indigenous workers liked doing best.
It would
be really good to have indigenous workers to do case work, and to
learn the skills that professional people have.
I think indigenous workers, after completing their training can
compete with professional workers. They have a lot to offer.
They tackle things in different ways to professionals and they
are often more dedicated. Also in case work they seem to be able
to find solutions more easily than professional people do. They
could learn skills at ARC then go to professional organisations
like Social Security or the Tenants Union for more experience and
training.
But then you must ask yourself, when does an indigenous worker
stop being an indigenous worker and become a professional worker?
That is something with which I grapple. Are you an indigenous
worker after twelve years in the field and can hold your own? If
we are going to train young people, putting our resources into
young indigenous workers for the future, where are they going to
go from here? We have to get them up to a certain standard so
that they can get a job outside and support themselves.

49

CHAPTER FOUR
THE PROFESSIONAL STAFF
ARC employed professional staff to pass on skills to the
indigenous workers and members, and to do that work which the
indigenous workers could not, such as submission writing. During
the three year period, the professional staff at ARC were the
Community Worker, the Youth Worker, the Secretary/Bookkeeper, the
Research Worker and the Social Security Rights Worker.
i.

Staff Selection

J: What sort of people were sought by ARC?
qualities and skills did they have?

What sort of

R: We were looking for someone who had the skills we didn't
have: someone to do submissions, policy, writing and lobbying in
different areas; someone who was committed to low-income people;
someone who was caring and willing to give us the benefit of the
doubt; someone who didn't pretend that they knew all the answers
and asked for our views and didn't go off and do what they wanted
to do; someone we could trust and who was honest; and someone
who would give us the credibility that we knew something.
J: When you were seeking professional people,
selection process work? Did it work well?
R:

how did the

We did make some mistakes.

N : But that happens anywhere when you employ somebody, because
it is difficult to tell from an interview.
It took a few weeks
and even months for them to adjust.
In the case of the Youth
Workers, it was a matter of trying to figure out if they could
relate well to the kids.
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R: The worker we employed might have had all the skills, but the
question was if they could relate to the atmosphere of ARC.
First, because we had an open setting; second, if the members
didn't like you they would certainly find a way to trip you up;
and third, it was not as if you could go into the backroom and
not see a person if you didn't want to.
J: How would you describe ARC's ability to attract professional
staff? Was it easy?
N:

No, I think it was hard.

R: Money was a big problem.
If we were going to attract
professional staff, we needed to offer them more than what we
could. A person with the skills we wanted could go elsewhere for
better wages. That was the biggest problem. Also people might
have heard that ARC was a hard place to work in, so we could only
get people who were just starting out.
ii.

Staff Retention

J: What about ARC's ability to keen people once you got them?
Would you say you were able to keep the professional staff you
wanted to keep?
R : We kept some of the ones we wanted to keep longer than they
would have stayed at any other job. One of the Youth Workers
said that this was his longest time at a job. The Community
Worker, although he didn't fit in, stayed here for over twelve
months.
J:

Why do you think those people stayed?

N:

Because they were dedicated to low-income people.
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R: They saw that there was a need here. ARC also had something
to offer them and they did get something out of it. At least
they were working for people, and they could see the skills they
were passing on, rather than just writing something in a report
that people might not even read.
N : The honesty between the staff and the members had a lot to do
with keeping staff too. The members would tell you if you did
something wrong and they were very quick to tell you if they
agreed with you also. You were also praised if you did a good
job.
iii.

Staffing Problems

J : What was the effect of the difficulties in getting good
professional staff on the organisation through the three year
period?
R: It meant that a lot of things were done in an ad hoc way.
There were things that should have been done that weren't,
because we didn't have the skills nor the opportunity. When we
didn't have a worker, we just patched things up when we could,
and it meant that we had to take on an extra workload.
N: We lost touch with other community groups and what they were
doing. We weren't voicing policies for low-income people.
J: Are you saying that it was a fairly serious effect on the
organisation over that three year period because of the
difficulties of getting good professional staff?
N: I think it was quickly remedied when we did get a good
worker. But it just meant that the worker had extra work to do.
R:

There was a big gap between Youth Workers. There had been a
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program going, everything had been arranged and quite a few
people had been on holiday camps, for example, but that was
completely stopped when we didn't have a worker here. The new
worker had to start from scratch to catch up on what needed to be
done .
iv . tl.em.hsrs. ..arid. Professional Workers
J: How did the professional staff relate to the Co-ordinator as
an indigenous worker?
N: It was difficult for some of the male workers to take orders
from a woman. There were others who accepted it. There was some
fighting between the professional workers, and the indigenous
staff have had to step in and try to sort things out.
J:

How did the members relate to the professional staff?

R: Some of the professional workers were pounced on by the
members who would give them a terrible time. You would see them
come out crying and they'd only work here a couple of days. They
were just terrorised. Some people in ARC went out of their way
to be really destructive.
I can understand that though, because
their parents had had a lot to do with Welfare, who used to come
and take their kids and them to court to become state wards. The
members had no control over that. There was a lot of anger
between them, and that set up many problems.
But, also, if someone left there was always a sadness.
J:

Do you think that emotion was unique to ARC?

R: It goes through life a lot, but it was stronger with ARC
people when they became attached, because they didn't have many
relationships. They had friends, but they didn't have a lot of
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extended family. They might not see them very often, because
they couldn't afford to visit. So that feeling they had when a
worker left was the same as when a part of their family left.
The working situation was unique to ARC. Most workers who ARC
members felt that way toward earnt that respect. ARC members
didn't give their respect or feeling very easily. They have
learnt not to. They got really involved with some professional
staff. They also gave staff a hard time if they didn't earn that
respect.
v.

ARC'S Expectations and the Organisation's Philosophy

J: Do you think that the professional workers you had over the
three years met the expectations or hones that the organisation
had of them?
N: Unfortunately, only one did. One Community Worker tried to
the best of his abilities, but it was a bad choice on our part.
R: I'd say that they met the expectations as much as they could,
but we probably failed in choosing. What we should have done was
to immediately remove those who didn't have the skills. From now
on, if we get a Community Worker who doesn't work out then we
will let them go.
J: How do you think that the professional staff worked in with
the organisation's philosophy?
R: Some did and some didn't. One Community Worker did, and we
had one good Youth Worker. He was very supportive, helping Nancy
and I. He would take the young adults out. If there was a fight
in the centre he would help us. He would contribute and come up
with different ideas. He was the one who made us go to the Board
so when there was violence we could get the police in. The Board
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didn't really make a decision the first time, and he made us go
back the second time to get the decision that if there was
violence then people could be barred, and if it continued then
we'd get the police.
In meeting's he would explain things to us,
and that was growing with us. We were thankful to him because he
didn't only do the Teenagers Program.
vi.

Lessons

J : Do you think there were lessons for ARC from the things we
have been talking about as far as the professional staff went?
R:

I think there was.

You just didn't rush in.

You had to know

the members and their families and their relationships. Nancy
and I knew family backgrounds, so it was always better to get the
information before jumping in.
There were always lessons, because once something happened we
looked back at that. Now if a worker doesn't cope, we wouldn't
keep them. We would look at what it meant to ARC. If a worker
came here and was doing nothing all day, we wouldn't close our
eyes to it, we would want to know what they were doing,
especially if they were professionals. We certainly wouldn't let
things go, we would pull them up.
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CHAPTER FIVE

It was necessary for ARC to use volunteers because often
were insufficient numbers of staff to run the programs.
particular, the volunteers were needed on the Children's
Teenager's Programs to assist the respective workers and
new skills and ideas onto the programs.

there
In
and
to bring

i.

The Role of Volunteers

J:

Why did you need volunteers?

N:

If you had one worker and anything up to twenty kids, it was

impossible for the worker to work effectively with the kids.
If
it was an outside activity the worker couldn't drive the bus and
give attention to the kids at the same time.
It was impossible
to run a successful program with one staff person.
J : What was the role of volunteers in ARC during those three
years?
N: The role of volunteers was to assist us in running the
children's and teenager's programs. One of the reasons we called
for volunteers was that we weren't in a position to pay anyone to
assist on those programs. The main reason was that one of the
things ARC was on about was sharing skills and information, and
drawing on other peoples' skills as well. This has always been a
difficult area. For awhile we had a good team of volunteers who
were student placements, but when those placements were finished
they moved on.
J:

How did the volunteers fit into the philosophy of ARC?

R:

If we got a good volunteer, they assisted by bringing in new
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skills, new directions and information.
new ideas and new blood.
ii.

It helped us and gave us

The Problems

N: It was often difficult for some volunteers to come in because
of their own work commitments.
It was always difficult for the
kids on the programs to see a continual change of face, in
particular if there were male volunteers, because a lot of the
children came from single mother families. They tended to look
on the males as father figures. So when those people moved on,
it was a great loss to the kids or teenagers.
A lot of the volunteers found it difficult to accent the aims of
the centre■ and some of the behavioural problems of the children
were difficult to deal with. There were a lot of comments and
complaints by parents, which the volunteers often took
personally. They felt they were fighting against the parents.
We lost a lot of good volunteers for that reason.
We tried, to train some of the members as volunteers, but that was
very difficult. One reason was because they needed extensive
training, which we weren't in a position to provide. Another
reason that they found it very difficult was because they were
members and they knew everyone and their family, they found it
difficult to keep things that were happening in the program to
themselves. So if someone hit someone else, by the time it got
to the parents the story was so exaggerated that the child was
practically murdered. We did try and train teenagers that had
come up through the teenage program. But that
because we didn't have sufficient time to give
that they needed, and because some of them had
problems themselves and were living in similar
They weren't able to work with the children or
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didn't work either
them the training
behavioural
circumstances.
teenagers.

We did extensive advertising' for volunteers in newspapers and
radio broadcasts, and we had a lot of people apply. Once we had
a policeman who wanted to come in and change all the kids. One
volunteer had a personality problem, so he couldn't relate to the
other workers.
J: In terms of ARC getting where it wants to go, the volunteers
have played an important role. Were there problems that came
about by involving volunteers over that three years?
R: There were problems when family members volunteered. They
more or less thought they were in charge of the program, and
reverted back to what they wanted to do as teenagers.
It was
very hard for the worker at that time.
J: What sort of strains did getting. .and, ke.ep.ing- volunteers have
on the workers?
N : A couple of times the programs have had to be called off
because there wasn't a worker.
R:

Sometimes we had to get the mothers to participate, when we

had booked to go somewhere.
N: There were a couple of camps when we didn't have volunteers,
so rather than cancel the camp, we asked a member who wasn't too
closely involved to come along. But the other members who would
like to have been involved get extremely jealous, because they
weren't asked. They all wanted to be volunteers on camps, but it
was just someone else to look after from our point of view.
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ii i .

The Benefits

J: Did you see that the volunteers had something important to
offer ARC, because they may have come from different backgrounds
and had different experiences?
N: It depended on the individual. We had people from middle
class backgrounds who had good understanding. They didn't look
down on the kids because they came from low-income or single
parent families. Many of the volunteers had skills I didn't
have, and they brought some good skills into the program.
J: If you had the money, would you prefer to have had the staff,
or was there something about volunteers that was better?
N: I think that volunteers were more dedicated than some staff.
In the current economic climate, it is very hard to ask someone
to do something for nothing.
J: If you looked at volunteers in that three years, was it
helpful to ARC to have volunteers?
N: Yes, definitely. We would not have been able to keep the
programs going without them. At the moment, there is one on the
Children's Program. One has just finished and before that there
were two on the Teenage Program.
iv. Meetings. ....and Rules
N: To be a volunteer on the program, they really needed at least
one evening a week to run 'volunteers meetings', they needed to
do some weekend work and over the school holidays.
J:

Why did you have these meetings, and why were they important?

N: They were important to make the volunteer feel that they
really were part of a team. To keep them informed on what was
happening at ARC, so they felt part of the organisation and not
.just part of the programs. To talk over any ideas they might
have had on different activities. Mainly to get their thoughts
and feelings on how they thought the program was going, and if
they thought it could be improved in any way.
J: Can you tell me about some of the rules you had regarding
volunteers ?
N : They had to make a commitment to the program. They had to
understand the philosophies and goals of ARC. Confidentiality
was important, because when we had a good volunteer for awhile,
the kids talked to them about their family life or school or
anything.
If there were areas of major concern, the volunteer
would discuss that in the meeting with the other workers.
It was
not to be repeated outside.
J:

In relation to the rules for volunteers, whv did those rules

N: To protect the rights of the volunteers, the teenagers, the
children and ARC as an organisation. Also in the rules for
volunteers was the commitment that ARC made to them, that we
supported them and exchanged skills. We provided resources, like
if they had to use their car, ARC would cover the cost of petrol.
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CHAPTER SIX
STAFF CONDITIONS
The conditions that the staff had to work under were at times
very difficult and demanding. The pay was less than employees
could expect in other organisations; annual leave, sick leave
and time-in-lieu entitlements were not always taken because of
the workload; and the actual physical conditions of the centre
were an extra burden on the workers, beside the daily demands of
working closely with members.
i.

The Pay

R: Professional people were classified by the skilled pay rate
according to their qualifications, whereas indigenous workers
were classified unskilled, but they were often doing the same
work. Sometimes there were professional workers who did a lot
less than us, but they were getting a lot more money than us. In
the end the indigenous workers actually got onto professional
wages, but it took a long time to get up there. Before she left,
Jan fixed it up so that she was sure we would all have better
wages.
N: Apparently, we are still on a lower scale compared to other
organisations.
ii.

The Physical Conditions

N: It was very difficult and very demanding. We worked in an
open setting which meant that all the desks were in one large
room, the members came and sat around our desks and talked to
each other and to us. There were no actual offices. There was
no staff lunch room or anything like that, which sometimes we
needed for a short time just to have a break. We were open to
all kinds of abuse, and if the members were having a
61

disagreement, it was very difficult to know when to intervene and
when to let them g o .
R: That happened quite often, because many of the relationships
were brought to work, so we were caught in the middle of that.
N: Different people would come and tell us their side of the
story. We had to be very careful not to get caught in the middle
or to stick up for one and not the other.
It was an easy trap to
fall into.
I often felt guilty eating, because they mightn't have had any
money to to get themselves something to eat.
R: Even if they were in the Credit Union, they might have had so
many debts that they only had a few dollars for food. Therefore,
if we had a meal with them, we got upset and ashamed.
N: We couldn't really buy a sandwich for one person, because we
would have to buy it for the whole membership, and we couldn't do
that.
R:

We were caught in the middle.

N: It was very difficult to write a report, or letters or
anything like that, because of the noise and because the members
could see us there and they felt as if they should have had
access to us. We couldn't say, "wait a minute I have to write
this". We had to listen to what they had to say. So we couldn't
come to work and say, "I'm going to do this, this and this
today", because it just didn't work that way. We got caught up.
R: Before it used to be bad because we didn't have a toilet
cleaner and when we went to the toilet they were often very, very
dirty. We then got people to volunteer to clean the toilets and
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we paid them some money. Cups were really bad, because they were
left in dirty sinks, and if we didn't go and clean them out they
were just left. They were the sort of problems that we had.
J:

Did the staff help with the cleaning?

R: Yes, the staff were the main ones who did the cleaning until
we gave members different jobs to do.
N: We copped a lot of abuse if they didn't get what they wanted
when they wanted it.
J: How do you think those demands that the members put on staff
effected their work output?
R: We spent a lot of time and energy. There wasn't as much
fighting, but people still interrupted us. If they were feeling
insecure, they came up to talk to us about what had happened at
school or at home, so we were brought into that.
N:

We needed to have our wits about us all the time, because it

was very easy to fall into a trap. For example, there was no
gambling allowed in the centre, which was a rule put down by the
Directors a long time ago. For awhile we were playing bingo for
tins of food, and one day I hadn't bought any prises. The
members asked, "can we all put in 20c and play?". Without
thinking, because I was doing something else, I said, " yes, sure
I don't see any problems with that". The next thing I knew I had
a lot of other members running to Ruby and saying that, "Nancy
said we are allowed to gamble".
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Ill.

Leave, Overtime and Time-in-Lieu

R: Nancy and I never took four weeks off at the same time. Even
when the other Co-ordinator was here it was two weeks at a time.
Mainly it was because we felt that when I went away, somebody
always used to be waiting to do something, and Nancy was left to
deal with that.
N: It was not like other organisations where you could say, "in
January I'm going away with the family", because there were the
camps in January so I couldn't go away.
R: We just did a check of how many hours there were owing to us.
My hours added to 323 and that was not counting the weekends
which I had worked over the years, and I never took time-in-lieu.
I rang up, because I was sick, and asked how many days I had
owing.
It came out that I had twelve weeks sick leave to take
also. That shows the time that I hadn't been able to take and
had to let go for a 101 reasons.
N:

I had 212 hours owing.

R: If I had the time over again, there is no way that I wouldn't
take my holidays. That is one of the reasons why Nancy was
feeling so tired. If we had the full four weeks at one time,
then we would feel the benefit. We couldn't take Christmas off,
because there were the camps and the Christmas party which all
staff had to attend. All staff had to attend the AGM, whether
they wanted to or not. The Camp Committee wanted the staff to
spend a weekend away. They thought they were being very
generous, but we couldn't even get our own weekends.
Nancy and I were on call on weekends and in the middle of the
night for crises, and those crises might be someone having a baby
who didn't know they were pregnant, or someone caught in jail who
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didn't know the system. Even if you were at the Police Station
all of Sunday, you still had to come to work on Monday.
We never got paid overtime or time-in-lieu. Nancy and my wages
were put up to over award rates, and no-one said we couldn't take
time-in-lieu. But when could we get the time? We just let it
go.
N:

ARC as an organisation couldn't afford to pay overtime.

R: Nancy and I got into the habit that it was part of the job.
But you couldn't expect others to do that.
It was stupid that we
did it.
J:

Do you think that the staff ,.cc>nditic>ja.a...e.££s.cLt^iL..^.taff morale?

R:

Yes, we got to the stage where we felt that it wasn't worth

all the extra effort.
J:

What effect did that have?

R: I felt that I needed to talk to someone.
was the good? I wasn't getting any further.

I felt down. What
I'm not committed

to doing the things that I used to do. Unless we had someone
there, we were inclined to burn out. We needed a support group
made up of people who knew ARC. I think I got that from the
Board. We needed someone to tell us we were doing the right
thing, or to say to do it another way. Although we were getting
the results, because we saw that things were changing and people
were learning, we got enjoyment out of that.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
STAFF STANDARDS
Staff standards like being’ honest and setting a good example were
important to the success of ARC, because the workers had to set
an example to the members.
In the past, honesty was not always a
feature of the centre and this had a negative effect on the way
ARC was viewed by outsiders, including their funders,
Staff were
also expected to take on an extra workload often with few rewards
and little encouragement.
i.

Honesty

J:

How did vou see honesty in a place like ARC?

N:

I think it was important that the staff should set a good

example, then the members were honest too. It stopped a lot of
the burglaries and robberies that used to go on.
R: In the old ARC there was a lot of stealing amongst the staff,
and nothing was said. That doesn't happen now, we haven't had
the same amount of theft in the centre.
N:

We have had one burglary in six years, whereas before it used

to happen nearly every day.
R: We could leave something around and it would stay there.
In
the old ARC we just couldn't do that. The reason then was that
members knew that the staff were stealing or ripping off the
system. Whereas honesty right down the line and going by the
guidelines were major things for Nancy and I .
J:

Do you feel that honesty was important in ARC'S success?
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R: Yes, the members had a code, if they were our friend and they
saw us committing a robbery or something, they wouldn't "give us
up". They would stick by us whether we were right or wrong.
They expected the same in return.
N: Honesty was important as far as the funding bodies were
concerned. They knew that we were genuine, and that the money
was going to be used for the purpose that we said it was,
particularly from the Brotherhood's angle. They funded the
Family Centre and there were a lot of questions asked. That
doesn't happen anymore.

ii . Staff-...Output
How would you assess the staff standards of work during the
past three years in the sense of how much work they did in the
J:

hours they got, paid for?
R: Nancy and I had to work extra hard, and we had to support new
staff. People thought that because we were indigenous workers we
wouldn't make it and we would fall flat on our face. We never
had time to do our paper work when there was a crisis happening.
If we needed to stay home and have a rest, we knew we couldn't
have that time off because of the workload. We just had to come
in. We knew we just couldn't take our holidays, because of how
overloaded the other staff were.
N: Morale was a bit low too at first, because Jan had left and
we were on our own having to make the decisions.
R: Before we could say quite easily, "leave it to Jan and get on
with our work". We could stop a fight, or sit down and talk to a
person and suggest ways of going about something, but there were
some decisions that we couldn't make until Jan came back. Then
we found ourselves with no Jan behind us and no Board to help
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with the immediate
it. It was a hard
of that decision?
right thing? Were
of our decisions?
right or wrong, we
N:

decisions. We would sit down and talk about
time. How much were we going to get because
Would the member's agree? Had we done the
we being too hard? What were the consequences
Sometimes there was no time to think what was
just had to get in there.

The standards of most of the staff were quite high.

J: So would say that your standards and expectations had changed
in that three years compared to the Family Centre Project?
R: When I came into the centre, I was working flat out. I had
my own office, and I would go in there and listen to problems,
and we didn't have a Credit Union so that took up more of my
time.
I worked, so I expected other people to work. People used
to go to meetings everyday, and I didn't think that was work. I
should have realised that it was a learning program for people,
and that was the way the community worked.
I thought that people
should have been doing more internal work. There were a lot of
people who ripped off the system. People would say they were at
meetings, when they weren't. People were getting taxis paid for
during the hours they weren't even working.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
THE MEMBERSHIP
At the end of 1984 there were 142 financial individuals and
families in ARC. This number rose to 168 by the end of the
following year, and remained quite constant to the end of 1986
with only 7 members dropping out. By late 1987 there was an
increase to 182 financial members, however, this figure conceals
the fact that about 120 unfinancial members were removed from the
books that year.
It appeared that the number of members in ARC remained quite
stable over the 3 year period of the review, but, in fact, the
actual number had increased substantially by about 150.
Furthermore, the figures cited here do not include the number of
non-members who used ARC's services. For example, during the
1984/85 financial year, 713 non-members used the legal unit for
advice and assistance; and during the next financial year there
were 500 non-member Emergency Relief recipients.
i.

Growth in the Membership

J: Did the membership grow over that three year period, or did
it decrease or or did it remain stable? What happened with
regards to the membership?
N: The membership grew quite a bit, due mainly to the fact that
a lot of people needed the services of the Credit Union.
If they
lived outside the bonded area they were not eligible to join the
Credit Union, but they could join ARC then join the Credit Union.
We got a lot of new members that way. Most of them didn't use
ARC's services. At the same time, we discovered that we had
people on our books who joined in 1980, and when they were
unfinancial for a certain period of time they could no longer be
a member. So about 120 members had to be crossed off our books.
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They could rejoin though.
R: They could still use the centre, but because of the Co
operative Act, we couldn't give them concessions. There seemed
to be a lot of new middle-aged people, who had been living around
Fitzroy all their lives, but who have just come to the centre. A
lot of the members from the old Family Centre days came in and
out of the centre just once a month or once every six months, but
they still came. Then there were those from the Family Centre
who came every week. Then there were a lot of new, young
members. A lot seemed to have the same problems as members from
the Family Centre days, like very few skills. Others were quite
intelligent and educated.
ii.

Publicity

J : How did members actually find out about ARC?
R: We didn't advertise or put it in the paper. Most of it was
word of mouth through friends and aunties and uncles, through
referral, through the ARCIVES, or people who had been in would
bring another person.
It was word of mouth mostly, or they might
have come in for some help.
J : How was ARC publicised and was the publicity effective?
N: If welfare agencies rang up we sent them a pamphlet.
were pamphlets at the Credit Union.

There

R: We went out and did talks about ARC. The Brotherhood
publicised it quite a lot, with books and the research. As far
as we were concerned, we didn't make a big thing of it.
N:

The Legal area was publicising it at the CES, Social Security

and other legal centres.
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J: Do you think that it should be publicised, or is it something
that is not a high priority?
R: In one sense, I think that it should be publicised, because
it could give more low-income people a choice. But I wonder
about the resources we have and whether they are sufficient for
more members.
iii. Whv People Joined ARC
R: People joined because they might have needed a holiday or
advice, or their cheque might not have come through, or they
might have wanted us to negotiate a contract.
I suppose whatever
resources we had they needed. People just might have wanted to
meet someone, so they came in to drink coffee and to talk all
day.
N:

A lot of people joined just to use the children's or the

teenager's program.
J:

Why do you think people staved as members?

R: Some joined just for the Credit Union, and we wouldn't see
them again. Others joined and stayed because they felt like they
belonged here. They felt as if it was their club and they had a
say, and it made them feel important.
It was a place where they
could come to meet other people, rather than just staying in
their flats or walking around the streets. A lot of people came
at 9.00 o'clock in the morning and they stayed until closing.
When it closed down to become a Co-operative, people got really
destructive because there was nothing for them to do.
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XV .

Participation in APC and Use of the Centre

J: During the last three years, do you think that members
actually participated in ARC?
R: Yes, they took part in programs. They had a choice in what
programs. The staff didn't make them up. They went to the
members and asked them what they wanted. They formed a Camping
Committee and looked at guidelines. Nancy wrote down the
guidelines and took them to a meeting and sent them to the old
members who went on the camps and asked them to add to it.
N: They participated in various programs depending on their
needs. What they liked they took part in.
J:

What sort of things did they like doing?

N: Eating the community lunch, the relaxation classes, the
sports days, but not so much the cleaning of the centre.
R: It was a Co-operative, and we didn't have money for cleaning,
so each person had to be involved in cleaning with the staff.
But it was usually left up to the staff. At first, they did like
joining each other in the community lunch, but then it got to the
stage that the same ones would cook each day. It was the newer
group who liked doing the lunch and the older members just sat
down to be waited on. I remember two of the young ladies saying,
"I can't understand that they sit on their bums and expect others
to wait on them". Some only used the centre for the community
lunch or the outings. We decided to make it easier by getting
them to bring a plate. But some would just bring a piece of
cake, and they would buy it instead of making it, which got away
from the idea that you had to cook something to bring. Then some
said they wouldn't bring a plate, they would just pay 50c, so we
decided that on the community share lunch, people who didn't
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bring a plate had to pay $1.00.
cheaper to make something.
J:

It worked out that it was

How would you describe the use that was made of the centre?

N: It fluctuated.
Some weeks there were a lot of people in
doing different things, and other weeks it was very quiet.
J:

Do you think members made good use of the centre?

F: They could have made better use of it, if
could do things for themselves. They quickly
things. Gradually they would stop coming and
something.
I think they expected Nancy to do
They liked quick results.

they planned. They
got sick of doing
wouldn't finish
things for them.

N: No, they didn't make good use of the centre. We needed to
spend more time encouraging members to use it more. AFC expanded
so much in the last three years, even though we had more staff,
we had more workload, and not enough time was spent with the
members.
F: That was the thing with all our work. There was always
something else to do. The taping, interviewing, sending out
information. We either had to take the paperwork home or we just
didn't have the time. There was so much to do. So many little
things.
J : How would you describe the member's feelings about, the
centre?
N:

I think a bit lost and confused because of the changes in

staff, losing someone like Jan who had been here for four years,
and shortly after that, the Youth Worker who had also been here
for four years. The fact that we employed staff who didn't work
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out.
J:

Members got very lost and confused for quite awhile.
What sort of effect do you think that had?

N: Some of them stopped coming a bit. Those that did come clung
more and needed more support from Ruby and I to get over that
confused and lost feeling. They also gave us a lot of support.
R:

People wondered what was going to happen to ARC.

J: Do you think that the member's had a sense of ownership or
belonging to the centre?
N: Yes, they did and still do. That was why they were so
confused and lost through all those changes.
J:

Was that a good thing?

R: Changes were good for new ideas. Staff changes are needed
now and then, but when that happened we lost key figures in the
organisation.
N: It was good for them to feel like they belonged, but it was
bad for them to feel so lost when there were changes.
v . ARC'S Role..and Philosophy for the Members
J: What sort of role do you believe ARC played for its members
at that time?
N:

It was supporting them.

R:

Letting them make choices;

passing on skills;

setting up

different groups, like the Social Action Group, so that they had
a chance to make changes and to have a voice; making the camp
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rules or going over the guidelines, so the members had a right to
accept them or not;
to stay.

and helping them look for somewhere cheaper

J: Yes, but when you talk about things like the camp rules, what
was that actually doing for people?
R: It was an education. The rules were laid down, so when we
went away everyone knew what to expect. But before when we went
on the camps and the rules weren't laid out, there were a lot of
problems. Also, they were participating in making those rules,
which was a learning process.
It was a good education. One
member wouldn't say 'boo', but she was there when the rules were
being made, and now she talks up.
N : It gave them a chance to know that they had ideas that other
people thought were important.
R: It made them feel important because they thought that they
were doing something by making a decision for a group, rather
than simple decisions like when to eat and when to go to bed. We
got them involved in doing something and taught them to
It made them feel proud to write a letter to a minister
I'eply addressed to "Dear Madam" . The little steps were
the whole process. Those steps grew, so we could leave
on their own.

speak up.
and get a
part of
a person

We were passing on skills to them.

J: Do you think that ARC's philosophy worked for the members?
Were there results from that in terms of members lives?
R: I think there was. There has been a change. When I first
came to ARC there were kids everywhere. That hadn't changed
until we set out the rule that kids weren't allowed in the centre
when they should be at school. Then mothers thought they could
get a doctor's certificate, so Nancy thought of the idea that if
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they were too sick to go to school, then they were too sick to
come to the centre. That was hard for people to accept at first.
We did in that sense change their life, by saying "this was the
rule and you had to go to school". Because we carried out the
rule, kids were going to school.
I suppose that was teaching
them that the only way to break poverty was to go to school.
J : Were there other sorts of results that you can see from the
approach that ARC took with members?
N: Personal growth and having a voice. Knowing their rights so
they could argue with Social Security. They learnt their legal
rights.
R: They could all argue with Welfare Workers. People know their
rights and the law, and when they are threatened with having
their children taken from them it doesn't happen. Mothers will
stand there and fight with the Welfare Workers and the police.
Although they may have needed support and used us as a resource,
they don't have their children taken from them any more. They do
fight for their rights. They know that if they get a worker who
they don't like, then they don't have to continue.
In the old
days, workers used to say "well you've got me for twelve months
and that's all you can do". That doesn't happen anymore. People
go to head office or further and they do change things. They
learned that they could change the structure to get good worker
relationships, rather than having to work with someone they
hated.
N: Before, when they had a disagreement, they would just pick up
the phone and dob each other in to Welfare or Social Security.
In the last three years there was little of that happening. Now
they will stand up and argue it out between themselves.
I think
that was a growth.
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R: I remember when I first came here.
I had one person come in
crying.
I fixed it up with the Housing Commission for her, then
I turned around and the Children's Protection Society would be on
the door. Then there was Social Security saying she was doing
something.
I would have three things to deal with for that
person, which would take a week to work through.
I don't spend
my time doing that anymore.
The other thing was consumer problems. They would come and tell
me that they wanted to change a contract for something they had
bought. Now they do it themselves. They ring up when they can't
pay a bill and they need time to pay it off. All those things
used to fill my whole day, but now they know how to do it
themselves.
Learning to respect each other. There hasn't been a lot of petty
fighting. They learned to talk and to play games together. They
have talked to professional people and changed their ideas.
v i . ARC'is Development
J: In terms of the actual process that Connie Benn and David
Green and others thought up, where do you see yourself in that
process? They saw it as a three year thing, but what has been
happening at ARC is a much longer process. Where do you see
yourself now in terms of that process?
R: Now it has been going for fifteen years, we have just
completed the term that Connie Benn saw, that is the centre is
run by the members, with support from professional people. You
couldn't get that in three years because the workers changed and
there was no education, and they spent a lot of time teaching the
professional people rather than them providing the input to lowincome people. The indigenous workers changed too quickly.
Anyone who applied for a job got it instead of picking their
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workers for particular situations, whether they had the skills or
not. They only learned the skills of one area such as housing or
social security.
If it had of gone for another three years under
Connie Berm then more people would have got up to that
professional standard. Some did get up to that standard. But if
it had gone on longer, then the indigenous workers would have
progressed.
When Hayden came in 1975, he administered things differently by
giving people more freedom of choice in planning and directions.
A lot of skills were passed on during Hayden's three years, and
during that time we became known as The Action and Resource
Centre for Low-Tricorne People. When he finished, the indigenous
workers took over, but they were given everything. There was a
lot of deceit at that time, and the professional people just let
it happen. Like taking the car out all the time and bringing it
back broken. Taking money from the fund for people who couldn't
pay their rent, and giving it to the same people all the time.
If the people organising the camp didn't want you to go on it
they would say it was filled up. That is different now. ARC
errupted because it didn't have a good leader.
J:

Why did it take so long?

N: It was unrealistic to expect an indigenous worker to get to
the standard of a professional worker in one or two years, when
it took professional people longer to gain their education and
experience.
J: What about the members.
the members as well?

Have you reached Connie's dream for

N:

For the majority of members we have.

R:

People had a book where they wrote what they wanted to
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achieve. One of the main thing's was that people wanted to get
away from the highrise flats and to get their own houses. Some
people have moved away, and they are still in public housing, but
they are in a house, and they are keeping up with their rent, and
they aren't being thrown out all the time. There were some who
never got to that standard. Some people got their driving
licences and they never thought they would. People joined the
Credit Union and budgeted to buy different things. People went
out to do talks, and they have gone back to work.
J:

In terms of the process, why did it take so long?

R: People had problems before they came to work. Some of the
indigenous workers had six kids. They had to come all the way
from Heidelberg. They had to go to meetings in the night time.
Professional people would just give them the glare and wouldn't
listen to what they had to say. They came to work with a lot of
domestic problems, and they had never done that sort of work
before. They'd only been in factories, or they had never worked.
Therefore, it was a problem just to get them to think about
certain things.
N: It was a big step too for them to sort out a lot of crises in
their personal life. Once their personal lives had settled down
then they could absorb the other things they were learning.
J : Has ARC Played a role in helping them to sort out their

personal .lives?
R: Yes, a lot of members came and asked the staff personal
questions.
Sometimes it was difficult to answer, and sometimes
the questions were just to emabarass us. We tried to answer the
best way we could, and we gave them some ideas to look at.
N:

We give them options to look at.
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Whereas welfare agencies

would say you must do it a particular way, we provided them with
as many options as possible.
R : ARC might not have been able to help them with something, but
there were other organisations who were trained in that special
area. We would suggest to ring them up. It was not good for us
to do everything for everyone.
We helped mothers to negotiate with schools. We would go to the
school with the parents to negotiate, if the child had been
expelled, for them to go back. Maybe she was expelled because
she swore, but you had to realise that the parent's every second
word was probably a swear word. We talked to the parents and the
child, and we set up a meeting with the teacher. That was
teaching them that you can set up a meeting and talk to the
teacher about the problem. We supported them how we could. It
is important to keep the children at school.
Hospitals were the same. When people from ARC went to hospital,
the staff would say they had to see a welfare worker. But they
didn't want to see a welfare worker, they wanted to see a doctor
if they had a health problem. We had a meeting here and took
them up to negotiate to see a doctor, not a welfare worker. We
were teaching them to talk up for themselves and to take some
responsibility for their lives, rather than us doing it for them.
We taught them how to save and we got them into the Credit Union.
We taught them how to use the telephone, so they could negotiate
for themselves.
vii. Developing the Member's Independence
>J: During the three years there were some concerns about the
dependence of the members on the centre. What was the problem?
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R: Teenagers who had been on the children's program from the
Family Centre days, and who had come up through the teenage
program, are now young adults. They thought that it was their
program and their night out, so they thought they had first
priority. The younger ones were too frightened to say anything,
and the choices that they had in the children's program were
taken off them. The Youth Worker wanted to separate them.
N: They weren't in any community groups or activities outside
the centre.
R: They weren't linking in to other groups and they didn't want
to. They had become reliant on ARC just to take them out.
N: The same thing happened in the old ARC when we became
independent of the BSL and moved to a new building in Fitzroy.
They didn't have the skills or the resources to link into the
outside community.
It was very traumatic for a lot of them, and
ARC isn't going to always be here, so they had to learn to link
in.
J:

What approach was taken to that problem?

What did you do

about it?
R: At first the worker used to go everywhere, and gradually she
missed a few nights and got them to arrange their own outings.
We made sure that the workers who came here weren't controlling
them. They had to find out where the members were at and to work
from there, rather than trying to change their lifestyle. The
workers could give them skills and build with what the members
had, but they couldn't tell them what to do or where to go.
J: Do you think that approach worked?
became less dependent?
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Do you think that people

N:

Yes, because it was done through various programs.

We just

didn't say, "you are not going to do this, you are going to do
that". With regards to the young adults and the teenagers that
was done dramatically and it was very interesting that the
majority now have other social contacts.
It was done through the
social club.
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CHAPTER NINE
POLICY ISSUES
Contributing to policy debates was a process in which ARC members
could learn new skills, and a way they could inform decision
makers about the needs of low-income people and how existing
policies effected them.
i•

Why ARC Did Policy Work

J:

Why did ARC actually undertake work in policy areas?

R: It was a learning program for low-income people, and we had
something to contribute.
N: We had a unique perspective of looking at the issues that
effected low-income people.
R: The things that we picked up were issues to do with lowincome people and their experiences, for example, assault in the
home. We thought that low-income people had a lot to offer,
because they had experienced the issues that we wanted to bring
out. If you look at child abuse, ARC had a lot to do with Care
and Protection Orders. We were the ones that the Welfare Workers
thought couldn't look after our children. We had always said
that support, such as housing or better management, would change
the situation of child abuse. Today, Care and Protection Orders
shouldn't go to court. Some things got carried over between
generations - that was what they had had done to them when they
were young so they didn't see anything wrong or that they were
being abusive to their children, that was how they handled
pressure. We wanted to bring those issues out so people knew
that all people didn't hit their children to be abusive, it was
all they knew. We wanted to see more education of workers and
mothers to learn that there were other ways of going about things.
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Policy Work and ARC'S Goals and Objectives

IX .

J: Do you see the policy work that ARC did as being important in
reaching ARC's goals or objectives?
R: For change it was important. We could be just a drop-in
centre, but we talked about which issues to take on, so we could
take on the issues that people in ARC knew about and they could
give input.
N: We had to try and effect change in the community or change
the government's way of thinking for a better life for all people
and for justice.
If we didn't take an interest in policy we may
as well have sat back and done nothing.
R: A good example was the Adults. Learning Program. They had a
lot of money that they didn't know what to do with, so they asked
Nancy and I for help. We said that a lot of people didn't know
how to write applications for a job, that they could do the job
but they got turned back, so we suggested learning classes to
help them write applications. Then there were those who got to
first base but they couldn't do the interviews. So we suggested
to role play interviews with the members for practice. They
agreed, so the Brotherhood took it up, and gave them the money to
do the two projects and to employ workers. They had asked our
opinion and listened to us, because we had had the experience of
members getting knocked back at jobs.
iii.

The las-uea.

J : What. issues were important to ARC over the three year period?
R:

Social Security.
Care and Protection was always a big issue.
Energy issues.
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Child maltreatment and domestic violence. Nancy went to
quite a lot of meeting's in Melbourne, then she went to Canberra
for a week with other people in the field for the Child Abuse
Conference.
The Social Security Rights Project - ARC put. in a submission
for CEP funding, and we were on that committee for twelve months.
The Adults Learning Program.
The Public Housing Demonstration.
There were four people who
went to Canberra Government House to demonstrate.
The members went to the Taxation Summit and did a lot of
lobbying there.
The Soup Line, where they gave soup to the ministers in
Canberra.
The 'Youth and the Law' video was to show people their
rights, and the idea was different, because it was at grass roots
level and done in comic form so that people would understand it.
There was another 'Youth and the Law' video which showed the
jargon of court so people knew how to handle themselves in court.
We had a couple of meetings on PAIN (People Against Identity
Numbers). The members asked for that and we had to explain to
members what the results were if the ID card come in.
We attended a number of meetings with people from different
centres about criminal assault in the home, and we were able to
change some of the recommendations in a report that went to the
Minister of Community Services, Caroline Hogg.
iv.

ARC'S Contribution

J : Do you feel that ARC made any sort of contribution to those
policy debates?
R : We were asked, and some of the things we said were accepted.
For example, in the Sexual Assault paper, one of the women on the
Committee was saying that ARC had sent in a good paper. We did,
and we could contribute.
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J: How would you describe the members '_contributions to those
issues ?
N: Because they were issues that effected them and they had
experienced, they were very outspoken and took part in the
meetings.
R: They were able to raise the issues at different meetings.
For example, SPARC was a group of people sitting down and talking
about different issues once a fortnight. The issues taken up
were those from the newspaper or TV. We could go to a meeting
and see the difference between people who once said nothing, and
who now came to the meetings and got excited because they could
voice their view, and help write a letter to a minister. Those
things were encouraging.

that come from

J: Do you think there were any
the policy work over that time?

N: In the past three years, we learnt that we couldn't get
members involved in the issues that didn't directly effect them.
was even very nara to get pec
„.xn.voj.veQ in
^jL-ky.
issues, even though it effected them directlv. because they felt
powerless when dealing with the government and
Jting. them
change. Whereas something like domestic violence or child
maltreatment effected them directly, so they got more involved in
policy issues to do with that sort of thing.
lz
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CHAPTER TEN

A£XI.Y-ITIES
Social and educational activities were a way of getting the
members involved in the centre and with each other and to pass on
skills. Usually the outings and activities were those which the
members would have otherwise forgone because of the cost. The
number of activities that ARC conducted was increased over the
three year period, corresponding to a larger building (see
chapter eleven) and to increased funding.
i•

S-Q-cial and Educational Components of Activities

R: The activities were very important, because they gave lowincome people something they wouldn't experience. They got
people involved together.
N: It gave them a chance to meet new friends and to get out of
their flats and houses.
R : I think they were also an education program. The members
contributed to the ARCIVES■ our monthly paper. We asked them to
write about their camps or holidays.
Sometimes it was a bit of
gossip, or some policy or program.
It was the only letter that
some members got with their name and address on, and they were
proud of that.
If they didn't get their letter once a month,
they certainly rang up and asked what had happened, when was it
coming, and why they didn't get it? It was an education as well
as an activity.
It was a way of getting members involved In
different programs.
If they were not financial, they didn't get
the ARCIVES.
It was also a check of who had moved on and who
hadn't .
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11.

The Place of Activities in ARC'S Goals

J:

What about the place of activities in terms of meeting ARC'S

R:

They were a way of passing on information and skills.

N: One of ARC's goals is to improve people's lifestyle, and by
providing activities and recreation outlets that they wouldn't
normally have, we were reaching that goal.
If you aren't on a
low-income you can go to the pictures, or out for a dance, or out
for a meal any time you feel like it. But people on low-income
don't have the money to do that, and we provided a lot of those
sorts of things for them. Things like the AGM, it was always
followed by a dinner dance.
It was a family night, and the only
time the members could go out as a family with their kids and
have a meal and just kick up their heels and have fun, and they
really looked forward to it. They tried to save up all year for
a new outfit to wear.
Every Cristmas we hired a bus and went up to the country
somewhere, such as Emerald Lake, for a Christmas Party. They
looked forward to that as a trip on the weekend as a family, and
the children got a little present from Father Christmas, and that
might be the only present they got. So that played a very
important role.
The Camps were a very popular activity. We ran a children's,
adult, teenager and family camp. The adult camp was a chance for
the parents to have a break from their children. The family camp
enabled them to have a holiday together as a whole unit at a low
cost.
If we didn't provide them, then they wouldn't have a
holiday at all.
R:

The members played Cricket against CYSS groups.
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The

Children's Playgroup faded out after awhile through lack of
interest. Then there were the Relaxation Classes, which staff
and members joined in together.
N: We ran a successful Social Club for quite awhile. The
members paid a small amount of money each week and ARC subsidised
the cost. They went to places that they wouldn't otherwise go
to: the hotel for meals, restaurants, live theatre. So that
provided them with a range of different experiences.
first started,
like that, and
interest. But
go out before,
find their own
iii.

When we

people were very timid about going out to places
it fell down eventually because of lack of
it was successful, because the people who wouldn't
developed the confidence to go out socially and
social outlets. That was very important.

The Successes

What sort of activities were successful, and what was it
about those activities that made them successful?
J■

R: Everyone wanted a holiday to get together. Most people
preferred to go to DOXA where they didn't have to cook.
N: The camps were provided at a very low cost, and even some of
the people found it difficult to pay that. They were given a
length of time to pay it off which was important.
R•
' The cricket matches were good. They had a BBQ before the
games and friendships were made. Later on the CYSS workers came
and asked us for information.
It was a really healthy thing,
rather than being really competitive.
It was good to see that
ARC members could hold their own among others with more
experience and education. They won some and they lost some. The
girls could play too.
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iv.
R:

The Failures
There were very few activities that didn't work.

N: One thing that wasn't successful - we had a lot of visitors
from different schools and universities to learn a different side
of welfare. There were children at the local primary school who
did concerts in the local area, and the entrance fee to the
concert was food. They thought they were doing a very big thing
for people on low incomes. They rang us up and we accepted the
food. They came to the centre one day, and there were two fortyfour seater buses full of children who did a concert for us,
which was great. After that they went out to the buses and
marched backward and forward with boxes and boxes and boxes of
food. We were left with the task of trying to distribute that
among the members. So we put ten to twelve items in each box and
said to the members to come and grab a box, but the problem was
that some got what others didn't. The fighting was incredible.
We will never distribute food again.
R: We don't believe in distributing food anyway. We don't
believe that people should have to accept food. We believe that
the government should give a decent income, at least the poverty
line, or people should be given money so they have a choice as to
what they want to buy. If you give somebody from an ethnic
background vegemite, which they can't eat, then they are no
better off. It also gives them self respect to be able to buy
their own shopping. We don't believe in vouchers, because when
they go they have to ask the girl at the counter, "we've got one
of these, can we cash it?". It also gives the person choice. We
won't give out food parcels or vouchers, we write a cheque. They
get the cash with no questions asked. You've got to let people
have their dignity.
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We had a Marketing Day, where we got a group of people together
to take to the market to do their shopping, and we picked them up
and brought them back. But the numbers got lower and it didn t
warrant staff to go.
The other thing was Friday Night. The members thought they would
like to have one night with a family atmosphere. We decided to
have bingo and a couple of card games and supper.
Staff would
take it in turns to run the program. The first week only four
members came. They complained that there weren't enough

I

activities. The second week only one person turned up.
decided that it wasn't worth it.
J:

We

Why do you think that some of the activities didn't take off?

R: People wanted something at the time, but when it actually
happened they changed their mind or they didn't want it. It
seems that ARC people want something now, not tomorrow. With the
bingo and card night it was mainly the men asking for it, and
they wanted to play for money, and it would be a gambling night.
They thought they could make money. At the time there were bingo
clubs starting around here, and a lot of members went there which
was good because they linked themselves into something outside
ARC.
N: It was very difficult to run a very structured program.
If
the members wanted to do something like craft every Monday, the
person who was running that program had to realise that, whilst
the members would come the first Monday, a crises may happen in
their home and they wouldn't come the second Monday, but they
would come again later. We could run a short term program, but
we couldn't run a long term one.
R: I think the members wanted the craft program to run
continuously, not once a week, until they finished a particular
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thing,

like

e lampshades.

N: They have very short concentration spans. They have so much
going on in their lives that they have to do things that are
simple. A lot of people didn't have the confidence in themselves
to learn new things. That was one of the things that was
difficult in ARC. We could either use a separate room for the
activity, or have it down in the open to encourage more people to
join in. So we either isolated them or mixed them, and mixing
could be bad because other members picked at them for trying to
do something.
It was a Catch 22 situation.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE BUILDING
This chapter briefly examines aspects of the building that have
been significant in ARC's historical development over the period
of the review. ARC was located at 113 Queen's Parade, Clifton
Hill during the previous three years, although the centre
expanded within the same building during that time.
i.

Change in the Accommodation

J:

There was a change in the accomodation.

When did that occur?

R: In 1983, when Jan was here, we were in the two rooms upstairs
and we were sharing with the CES who were downstairs. There was
no kitchen upstairs, and the roof was falling in. We had to
share the kitchen with the CES, and the members didn't like to do
that. They got embarrassed.
N: A lot of the members didn't like walking up the stairs
because it was very difficult for them for health reasons.
were very steep and narrow stairs.

They

R: They had to leave their prams downstairs, or get other people
to carry them up. The good thing was that the contract cleaners
used to vacuum, and it was luxuriously warm and we didn't have to
pay for that.
N: One of the big steps ARC took in that time was that we
negotiated with the owners to take over the full lease of the
building. The CES was getting a new building which took longer
and longer to finish. We were so desperate in the end, between
1983 and 1984, we took action to get them kicked out.
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R: We were seeking legal advice on the issue. We argued that it
was our lease and we had the contract. We negotiated with the
CES, after they had stayed for so long, to give us some things
for free: the curtains, the carpets, the heater which they had to
leave.
,J:

What happened when the CES left?

N : We moved downstairs into a huge area.
able to move and to have activities.

It was great to be

R: We didn't have the kitchen then. We had to wash up on a
table in a dish or in the workshop where there was hot water.
Jan decided she was going to get the kitchen before she left.
There were a lot of arguments about the kitchen. Some thought
the money should be used for activities. Jan's family did a lot
of things for us for nothing. They built things.
I forget about
the things that people did for us for free, because we had so
little money.
J:

What features attracted you to this building?

N: The two main reasons were accessibility by public transport
and the size, that is, the space to do things.
ii.

Changes to the Centre

J: We talked before about when you came downstairs.
some of the changes you had to make to the building?

What were

N : The Co-ordinator had a back office because she was doing
administration, bookkeeping and submission writing. There were
times when she was working with the members on a personal level,
and she needed the privacy to do that. When she left, a lot of
the positions were divided up to distribute the workload, so
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Ruby, the new Co-ordinator, moved into the main part of the
building with us.
J: One of the things that happened even in my time was an
improvement to the heating system.
R: We also changed the front appearance by putting bookshelves
in. We did some beautification works at the front door to make
it more pleasant for people when they walked in. We put cane
chairs out. Someone doing community service made us coffee
tables. We had carpet removed and tiles put down where people
ate .
N: We got a proper sign with our name on and the services we
offered listed on the window.
R: We got more tools so people could do more crafts. We had a
storeroom made upstairs to put all the camping equipment in. We
knew where it all was and it was all together then. One of
members built it. We got a photocopier, which we have recently
replaced. Before we had to go to the Brotherhood to do our
photocopying.
iii.

The Building and ARC's Goals

J: What part did the building play in allowing ARC to achieve
its goals?
R: We needed the room.
It wasn't healthy for all the members to
sit close together all the time. They would get on each others
nerves. We wouldn't have had activities if the building was
smaller.
It gave us room to move around and space to get away
from others.

We got more staff, so we needed the space anyway.
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J: Some of the other features of the building were the teenage
room, the craft room and the woodwork room. Were they important?
R: They were important. With the teenage room, it depended on
the worker how much use they made of it and what they did with
it. With the children's program, the children go upstairs.
N: Our membership has increased so much lately that we needed
those rooms to provide proper and adequate activities.
R: They have the video's and TV going upstairs.
If they were
downstairs, it would be too noisy. We improved a lot of
activities.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
THE BOARD OF DIRECTORS

ARC was managed by an elected Board of Directors, some of whom
were on low-incomes. The Board comprised seven members who met
monthly to discuss the centre's activities as reported by the Co
ordinator, and to make major policy and funding decisions.
i.

The Board and ARC's Philosophy

J:

How did the Board fit into the overall philosophy of ARC?

R: Most of the people on the Board were from the Family Centre
days. They knew that one of the things was to pass on skills to
low-income people. They worked on different committees with
those people.
1?: We had to have a percentage of low-income people on the
Board, but we also needed the skills of professional people who
understood low-income people.
J:

Why did you need that combination?

R: To have the two levels - to keep it at the grass roots level
and higher. There were times when family members on the Board
caused no end of trouble. They couldn't wait to tell other
members what had been discussed and what went on, especially if
it was a closed meeting to discuss a personal problem. Things
that should have been kept confidential weren't. People used the
Board to say things about other members and staff.
lot of problems at times.
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There were a

J:

Could you see any benefits to the organi.aa_t-i.QiL. by having low-

income people on the Board?
R: Yes, people who had qualifications were balanced with the
members who were willing to put their views across.
ii.
J:

Selecting the Board Members
How did ARC attract people onto the Board?

R: We would approach those we thought had good skills. We also
had elections. The Co-operative Act stated that people could be
on the Board for two years, then they stood down and could re
elect to go back on the Board. The young ones on the Board
seemed to be reliable.
J:

Was that a problem, attracting people onto the Board?

N: Yes, it was because they had to be committed and a lot of
professional people had their own jobs and other commitments. We
had to get people who were willing to fight for the rights of
low-income people, and who would follow the philosophies of ARC.
R: I needed someone I could call on in the middle of the day if
I needed support or advice.
J:

Was it difficult to keep people on the Board?

R : Some members only stayed a couple of weeks. They didn't turn
up and they felt they couldn't contribute. Professional people
contributed and stayed on. There were two young family members
who have been on the Board for over two years.
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iii .

Members '_Expectations of the Board

How would you describe the expectations that members had of
•p
F: They thought that the Board could change everything. They
thought that the Board should be in here everyday to see what was
going on. The members thought that the Board should make happen
what they wanted to happen.
N:

They had very high expectations.

R: In the old ARC there was a Council made up of representatives
from all the work areas in the centre, like the Resource Room.
They made a decision and things happened after it went to the
Finance Committee. But things didn't happen like that at the new
ARC, because there wasn't the money. Members forgot that money
was earmarked and we were accountible for how we spent it.
iv. The Board's Operation
J:

How do you think the Board operated in those three years?

R: We had a project budget which went to the Board and they
worked from that. Recently we put in a submission to Legal Aid
to get a worker. We got that money and the Board wanted to cut
it up to make it go further. But we couldn't do that.
N: Originally, in the Family Centre and the old ARC, funding
came from the Brotherhood. They didn't set down any clear
guidelines as to what that money had to be used for. Members of
the centre on the Council were around every day and saw what
happened, so they could call a meeting and decide what to do with
the money. Now, a lot of people don't realise that, we get money
from different areas for different reasons, and we are
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accountible to those funding' bodies. That is why we need some
professional people on the Board to help us make policy decisions
and to keep us within the guidelines and the funding conditions.
We couldn't have that professional input from people who were
around the centre all day. Because we are a Co-operative, there
are certain rules that we are bound by, and we have to keep
within those rules. A lot of members who used the centre didn't
know those rules. That was why we needed people from outside.
v . Ma.ior Issues and Activities
J:

What was the Board's main areas of activities over the last

three years?
R:

Holding meetings and supporting members and staff.

N: Taking part in interviews for new staff. Looking at
submissions and finances. Giving us guidance and ideas about how
to go about things. Backing up staff in their decisions.
In the
last three years some members were barred from camps, and a lot
of members didn't agree with my decison, so they sent letters to
the Board, and they sent people up to the Board.
J : Were there issues of particular interest to the Board?
F: They were concerned when there was fighting in the centre.
One of the issues was with a member who was handicapped, and who
used to come to the centre with a particular family. He started
off alright, but then he started getting violent. He brought out
a knife, saying he was going to knive someone because of an
argument he was having with other members. He was barred then,
but he came in again.
N: He got very violent and started to hit members. He was a
patient at Sunbury, and he was released for short periods. One
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day, he got extremely violent and aggressive. There were a lot
of young mothers with babies who got very frightened. He started
throwing bottles, chairs and anything. Jan was cut on the hand
because he threw a bottle. We had to call the police. He was
barred totally from the centre.
A lot of the members felt that he should be given another chance.
The Board spent a lot of time discussing it. While they felt
that he needed a place like ABC to come to, they recognised that
we did not have the skills or the environment for someone like
him. They thought he should be referred to another more
appropriate place when he was on leave from Sunbury. But the
staff and members were frightened of him and the staff didn't
have the skills to deal with him.
J : Were there other issues that the Board took interest in?
R: Getting the police. Men were starting to hit staff when the
workers tried to intervene during violence. We took it to the
Board who decided that if there was violence in the centre we
could bar them and if they wouldn't leave then we could get the
police. One particular member was barred by the Board for two
weeks, then when he came back and was barred by the staff he
wouldn't leave, so the Board barred him for another two weeks.
He used the centre all day every day, and he did contribute a
lot. So when we barred someone, we had to consider how much they
used the centre. The Board and I differed on that.
vi.

Role of the Board

J : It sounds as if the Board had more of a monitoring role, and
the dav-to-dav running of the organisation was left to the staff.
Is that accurate?
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R: Yes, the staff were responsible for their particular area.
They wrote a report to the Board each month, and the Co-ordinator
was responsible for passing information on to the Board.
J: That is quite different from other organisations where some
management committees have a much greater say over the day-to-day
work of the organisation. Do you think that this worked better?
R:

I think it caused a lot of problems, because it was difficult

to keep to a job description, because so many things happened.
N:

It was difficult for the Board members because when they

weren't here it was very easy for them to say they wanted
something done.
R: The strong core on the Board knew what was happening in ARC.
They knew there were personality clashes and we were working with
the members all the time. They knew members needed extra support
and encouragement, and that was where our time went. Those
things were never taken into consideration when we were reporting
to the Board.
J: Do you feel that the Board performed their role adequately
over the last three years?
R: Yes, I really think they did. They put in a lot of time.
There were new Board members to pass skills on to. There were
times when some people didn't turn up, which was one of the big
problems. A lot of the credit should go to Sue Spence and David
Healy for the time they contributed. They supported others and I
would ring them for advice. They were key members and they were
passing on a lot of skills to the new members.
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J: Do you believe that the Board was resourced adequately to do
its work?
R: No, members would ring up the Board members for support and
help, and they would help the members outside of hours. There
were times when I didn't put up enough information to the Board,
because I lacked the skills to do that. Time came into that as
well. We spent a lot of time getting all the information, and we
put it away in our desks and someone would touch them. Just
today I had papers all sorted out and photocopied to send out,
but when I came back later someone had spilt lemonade over my
desk. The members think they own the desks.
I had some private
papers which I left in the cabinet, and someone had taken them
and kept score for their card game on them.
N : As a staff person there were times when I felt very
frustrated with the Board. Many times we needed a decision about
something but there wasn't a quorum.
I understand that they had
other commitments that may have been very important, but it was
very frustrating for staff and members.
J:

Was that a common problem?

R: We had three meetings with the new members of the Board, and
there wasn't a quorum or there was only just a quorum and we had
to wait for people to turn up. The members would ask if a
decision was made, and the staff had to answer to them.
N: I don't know how it could be resolved.
If we put extra
people on, the size of the quorum increases and we would have to
go back to the Registrar.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Brotherhood of St Laurence, who provides the wages of ARC'S
core staff, is the main funding organisation. ARC also receives
funding from a number of other organisations for it to conduct
its mainstream activities and programs. The Legal Aid
Commission, the Leith Trust, the Poverty Action Program
(Community Services Victoria) and the Bureau of Youth Affairs
were the main funding bodies over the period of the review.
i•

The Financial Situation

J : Were the actual finances adequate?
N: Not adequate to do all the things we wanted to do, but better
than they were in the past. We were very lucky, because the
Brotherhood was supportive. The Legal Aid Commission and the
Leith Trust have increased our funding. But there were still a
lot of things we couldn't do .because we didn't have the money.
The main thing was to train indigenous workers.
J: Do you see part of the issue of finances as having
flexibility with the money to direct it in different ways?
that part of the problem?

Was

N: With the Legal Aid money, we were bound by certain
guidelines. With the money from the Brotherhood, if there was a
shortage of staff or a vacancy that wasn't filled, then there was
money left over that we used to run different programs.
J: If there was a staff vacancy, the salary that would have been
paid to that position, you would have been able to direct that
money to activities?
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R: Yes, the Brotherhood paid for certain positions in the
organisation. They just didn't give us a lump sum. For
instance, if the Activities Worker position was vacant for six
months then the money was there to be used in another way.
ii.

The Effect of Financial Constraints

J: What were the effects of the financial situation on ARC's
operations over the last three years?
N: It^ was difficult to obtain the staff with the skills we
wanted, because we couldn't match the wages they were offered in
other welfare organisations.
R: We couldn't take on some activities because it was too
expensive. The camps were kept at a minimum. Some families
couldn't keep up the payment to go on a camp.
I remember saying
to one family they could go even though they couldn't afford it,
but the other members argued that they were all on a pension so
everyone should pay.
J: Do

you think

it also had an effect on ARC's ability to reach

R: It did effect it when we couldn't get the staff we wanted,
that is, if we didn't get a good professional person to give
input to the indigenous workers.
N: In the early
had a very small

days of the Co-op. we reached our goals, but we
budget. We skimped and saved in order to

maintain those goals, but it was very difficult.
R : Not having the money stopped us reaching our goals as quickly
as we thought we could. One of our main problems now is time.
The bigger we are, and the more outsiders demand our time, the
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less time we have to train family members who are here.
It might
take seven years for them to get up and talk for themselves. We
had two good professional workers in the community doing a lot of
work for us, so we get asked to do more things. When they left
we were left with more work trying to pass skills on.
J:

How did you deal with the financial constraints?

R: The previous three years were really hard. We knew we didn't
have the money, so we got into the habit of making do. Nancy had
a good name for keeping all her receipts straight.
Each month we
knew how much we had in a particular budget and how much we had
spent. We had learnt to keep within the budget.
N : We couldn't provide the number of camps that the members
wanted, nor change the places they went to because they were so
expensive. People wanted to learn pottery, but we couldn't
afford a potters wheel.
R: The staff would substitute activities that we couldn't
afford. For example, instead of doing pottery we made
lampshades. Though they still wanted to do pottery, we made do
with what little money we had.
iii. Accountability
N: We were also accountible to the Registrar of Co-operatives.
We had to have a proper set of audited accounts within three
months of the end of the financial year. We were also
accountible to the members. As members of the Co-op. they had a
right to come and look at the accounts when they wanted to. If
they thought we were spending too much money in one area they had
a right to say so.
J:

Does that sort of thing ever happen?
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N:

Quite often they ask about the accounts in the activities

area .

P: If they wanted activities they knew how much we had to spend
so they could decide what to do with it.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
THE CO-OPERATIVE RULES
AND
DECISION MAKING PROCESSES
ARC is registered as a Community Advancement Society, under the
Co-operation Act of 1981. Appendix One summarises the objects of
the society. Developing the rules of the centre and the camp
guidelines, for example, have been important processes which
involved the members in decision making. Appendix Two and Three
list the centre and camp rules, respectively, that the members
and staff have developed.
i.

Updating the Rules

J:

Can you give me some idea about what was involved in updating

the Co-operative Rules?
N: I discovered that we were still operating under the Co
operative Act of 1958, which was changed in 1981, but we hadn't
changed our rules to suit the new Act.
I had to go through the
old act and bring it up to date with the new Act. That involved
a lot of work and effort. Then we had to get the members to
accept the new rules and realise that we did have to operate
under the Co-operative Act. Although the Board and the
organisation could put down some rules that effected the everyday
running of the centre, we still had to abide by the rules of the
Act, and that was difficult for them to accept.

ii. Decision Making and Developing the ,Rules
J: So there were some things you could change and others you
didn't have a choice about. How did you actually go about
informing the members of those changes and getting them to agree
to them?
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N: I sent letters out telling them of the changes, why we had to
make changes, and asking them to attend a Special General
Meeting, where the changes were gone over again and explained in
more detai1.
R: Nancy spent a lot of time putting them in words they would
understand, then going to the Board and explaining what the
changes were. Then the staff had to be told. That involved a
lot of work.
N: There were a lot of meetings with the Registrar to make sure
I understood all the rules properly.
J: With the other sorts of rules you had within ARC covering
members '_camps ._volunteers ._activities■ how were they generally
developed?
N: A lot of them came from the members themselves who wanted
changes made and more specific rules laid down. There was always
group discussion with the staff and members before anything was
fully decided. Although there were some instances when the staff
as a group made a decision and then took it back to the members.
J:

Do the members always have the final say?

N: Not in all cases. You can take consulting too far. For
example, we can't eat down around the desks anymore and that was
a staff decision. What was happening was the members were coming
and eating around the staff desks and important papers were
getting covered in food. The floor was getting worse. Another
thing was, because we had an expensive photocopier in the
backroom and things were stored there, the members didn't have
use of that room. They could go in and get things, but they
couldn't sit there and talk. There is no smoking in that room.
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R: Members had to pay 20c for a phone call.
It was very hard at
first to get them to pay, but now it is better.
N: We had to bring that in because of our financial situation.
The members would tend to pick up the phone for some of the
silliest reasons, and our phone bills got so high we couldn't
afford to pay them. We also thought it would teach them some
responsibility, so they would make only genuine calls.
R: Sometimes they would make four phone calls in four days to
the same place with the same question.
J: Were there significant rules developed through that three
year period?
R: I think the rules about barring and the camp guidelines. The
camp guidelines took a lot of work, because members would write
down what they thought would be good guidelines. They got nearly
one hundred. Then everyone sat down and picked out what they
thought would be good and what wouldn't. That went between the
staff and members, and a Camp Committee was formed and the
guidelines went up to the Board.
J:

How would you explain the purpose of rules in ARC?

R: Rules were made because something had happened. We don't
have alcohol on the premises because it can get out of hand.
N: That was a Board decision. We used to have raffles for the
members and a prise might be a bottle of wine or half a dozen
cans. After the Board made that decision, I had a raffle and I
brought some alcohol into the centre, and the members came down
on me like a ton of bricks. They took that back to the Board.
R:

If we made a rule, the members would pick it up very quickly.
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Some members would try to trip us up.
J : What part did the process of developing the rules play in ARC
meeting its goals?
R: It was really important for members to be involved in
developing the rules.
It helped them learn and they could make
decisions.
It is their centre.
It was part of learning to take
responsibility for the centre.
It was the easiest way of getting
people to know the rules.
J : Would you have described the implementation of rules as a
problem in the centre?
R: It depended on how people wanted to manipulate a situation or
other people.
N: It also depended on who made the decision, whether it was a
staff decision, or the Board had the final say, or the members
made it as a group.
R : If we were saying that members should have a say but members
were left out then there was a problem.
If staff and members
made a decision together, then the Board would accept that.
If
the three groups weren't consulted, then the members would
question the decision and who made it.
R: A lot of the decisions were made by the members, but the
staff were there.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
CONFLICT
ARC has had a number of take over attempts in the past in which
groups of members have attempted to take control of the running
of the centre from other members and workers. The incidence of
conflict among the members and the staff and between these two
groups has decreased over the previous three years largely due to
the example that the workers in positions of responsibility have
set for the members.
i. The Nature of the Conflict
J:

Did the work undertaken in the centre involve conflict.

N: In the last three years there were the odd outbursts of
conflict between the members, but we have come a long way.
R: Before there used to be a lot of conflict which was sad to
see. They wouldn't only have conflict or a fight, they were very
destructive in involving others to hurt each other. They would
involve the Housing Commission, Social Security or the Children's
Protection Society. That went on a lot, and we spent a lot of
time diffusing all of that. There was conflict because some
thought that others had too much to say in the centre, or they
might have been getting more from the centre. There was jealousy
when some got paid work and others didn't. One example was when
we had twelve people put their name down to clean the toilets for
$20. One wanted to do them all the time, and others thought it
was taking too long to get to their turn, so they just dropped
out.
There was conflict with staff.

There were the differences

between professional and indigenous workers, but they haven't
been really big conflicts. There were disagreements about what
112

was right or wrong in the centre. There was less and less
conflict though over the last three years, but that was because
of the workers we had. They had a lot of experience and taught
us skills and gave us support.
N: We made rules and stuck by them, so the members accepted
that.
R: Before there were many changes in the rules and ideas,
depending on who ran the centre.
ii.
J:

Handling Conflict
When that conflict occurred, how was it handled?

R: Usually we would sit down and talk about it. When it
involved members, I was the one who would go and settle it. If
we saw something starting, we would try and get them to talk
about it and what the problem was. I had to stand up to drunk
people and bar them from the centre.
J: There would have been a lot of time and emotional energy
given to those sorts of situations?
R : Yes, there was a lot of time and energy spent.
N: Not just working with those people, but trying to comfort the
other members who would get effected.
R: Many people came here to get away from that type of conflict,
so we had to go and talk to them and sit with them.
J: Did you find it hard when you were called upon to separate
two people fighting, to put yourself at risk, then turn around
and support other people who didn't have to do that?
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R: I didn't think about it at the time when there were people
fighting.
I just thought of the risk to the kids who were here
and other members. People had gained respect for me, so I took
it that I had that on my side.
I accepted that something had to
be done. Sometimes I felt really jumpy and frightened, but I
didn't think of that at the time.
If I failed there in that
situation, we wouldn't be here today. We had to out think and
out smart them.
N: It was hard, because they were people we classed as friends
and we had to come between them.
R: Now it has got quiet because people know we won't accept some
of the things they dish up. I wonder if Nancy and I left if that
would still be the same.
I think there would still be members
that would come back and try to disrupt.
J: Why do you think that some members would come back and maketrouble if you and Nancy weren't here?
R: Because for some of them it would be history repeating
itself.
If we showed any weakness, members would then have the
chance to come and use the centre how they wanted to.
N: The members were led to believe that if they worked at ARC
the Brotherhood would give them good references, and then they
could walk into jobs in the outside community. Those people
genuinely believed that, but that didn't happen. They felt very
frustrated and let down, and they felt that they still should be
working here.
It would be their chance to take over and get
themselves a job.
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iii . Take Over Attempt:_1
N: We'd heard whispers and stories that some of the members were
trying to get a lot of professionals on their side to get rid of
most of the staff and to replace them with their own.
R: Most were the men of the centre, who wanted to go back to
what it was like when ARC closed down.
It was amazing that they
wanted me to work in that group with them.
I suppose they
thought that if I was working with them it would leave them to
their card games. The younger members were softer, and they
hadn't had a say in the old ARC. Of course, they got a terrible
fright, they heard lots of rumours about what was going to
happen. Our nerves got on end all the time, and when we turned
around to face them about it, they said it wasn't them it was
someone else and they weren't going to be in it. But there was a
lot of time and energy just wasted.
It had amazing results on
the members. They didn't want the men to take over. They felt
very threatened and many said they wouldn't come because of the
fighting.
In the old ARC the men weren't strong, but they were
more violent.
It was the women who were strong and had the power
to look to the future. They were always good at "what about our
kids, what about Social Security".
It was the men who spent
their time lobbying for what they wanted to do, like football.
The Brotherhood was quite clear that they would never go back to
those days.
If that happened, we would have had to stop the
finance. But the men couldn't grasp that. They thought they
could just come in and take over.
N: They thought the Brotherhood would always be there when they
were needed.
R: I think they thought that if I stayed then the Brotherhood
would fund it, and I'd be the person to keep it going. They
didn't realise that I'd be hopping out first thing if the take
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over happened.
iv.

Take Over Attempt:_Z

R: When Jan was here, we had another take over attempt. They
tried to remove Jan by putting people on the Board. We spent a
lot of time and energy trying to stop the rumours and sometimes
we got a bit frightened ourselves. The members were frightened
and angry about it, because they didn't want to go back to the
old ARC and all of a sudden there were people having secret
meetings. After that there was a big meeting with all the staff
and board members.
N: The staff went to the Board of Directors and laid down the
stories we'd heard, to make them aware that we were on to what
was happening.
I think Jan threatened legal action against the
malicious rumours that were being spread about her. The Director
stood down, and everything died down, but it reared its head
every year for the next three years.
v.
R: It always seemed to come along at the AGM, and it seemed to
come alive when the main person didn't have a job. Jan left in
April, and they had secret meetings, and once again they were
going to take over. Different members kept coming and telling us
something was going to happen, and that they were going to take
over.
It got to the stage that we really didn't know if we
wanted to work here or to go. We went the David Green and talked
to him. He told us that there would be nobody to sign the
cheques and the Brotherhood would take over, but they didn't seem
to understand that and they thought they could do what they liked
and that the Brotherhood would keep paying the rent.
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N : They thought that they had a lot
they didn’t realise that we also had
side, who were financial members and
for. They all came to the AGM ready
happened.

of people on their side, but
outside professionals on our
who supported what ARC stood
to support us if anything

R: There was a break away among the older group, and it was a
professional person who led the members away, because he wanted a
Social Action Program and it was going to be the main program,
and they weren't interested in anything else. This professional
person had them all in one house going over what they should do
before they went to the planning meeting.
N: While I disagree with the break away and with the people
trying to take over the organisation, I also think it was good
because it showed what they had learned in the old ARC. Although
they used the skills in the wrong way, it shows that they had
learned how to lobby and to do things to get what they wanted.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
OVERVIEW OF ARC'S
MAJOR ACHIEVEMENTS AND PROBLEMS
IHE-MAJQB..ACHI.E.VEMENTS FOR ARC IN THE THREE YEARS FROM JULY 1984
TIL JUNE 1967
1. Raising ARC'S image in the outside community. Different
community groups and organisations such as VCOSS have asked for
our opinion and expertise on different areas such as child
maltreatment and domestic violence.
2. The development of the indigenous staff up to a professioal
level. That is, the Co-ordinator has successfully run the centre
for three years, with the assistance of the Development Officer.
3.

We are more accountible to funding bodies.

We prepare

excellent accounts.
4.

We are more accountible to the members.

5. The development of the members. For example, one of the
members talked on behalf of low-income people at the recent
Energy Action Group pamphlet launch.
8. Passing skills on to members. People from the Family Centre
project, who didn't participate, now all of a sudden are getting
up and are ready to go. They really surprise themselves. They
are really happy and have achieved something.
7. The membership has increased, probably because of word of
mouth.
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THE MAIN PROBLEM AREAS IN THE LAST THREE YEARS
1. Not having enough time to spend with the up and coming
indigenous workers. We are so busy with extra responsibility,
supporting new professional staff and other staff.
2. It is very hard for us to get a good Community Worker because
we can't offer the proper scale of money. We have to offer them
the use of a car to top up their wages, but usually they have a
car so they aren't getting anything extra.
3. The workers we do get must be dedicated. The conditions that
they work under aren't always attached to the award. For
example, we don't have private dinner rooms or separate
amenities. We don't take time-in-lieu. We have to work during
our lunch hour if a crisis comes up, and sometimes we can't have
a day off. Some of us are so used to it, because we have been
doing it for so long, we don't realise that there is an
alternative.
It means that staff get burnt out quicker,
especially if they only have two weeks of their annual leave at
one time, which is what we usually do.
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SUMMING UP
J: Where do you think the balance lies for ARC druing that three
years? Has it been a positive or negative three years?
N: I think it has been very positive, for the reasons we gave
before in our achievements.
R: The kids that were born in the Family Centre days or after
and the schooling they got. Seeing them go onto high school has
been a big achievement.
I am pleased with a lot of things like
people having learnt their rights, people doing talks, and the
indigenous workers holding their own, the indigenous workers
being accountible to the funders and to the members, and being
respected by people in the community. But the best thing is the
education that is coming out in the kids.
If the Brotherhood
were to start another centre, they must recognise the importance
of education to break the cycle of poverty and to teach the young
mothers that education is the only thing that will help them.
That is the main thing we have achieved. You must start when the
children are young, when the family is together and united, and
give support to the whole family right through. ARC has achieved
the goals that they originally set out to achieve, because the
indigenous workers have taken over and the kids are getting more
educa_t.i.Qn.
N: I have noticed that a lot. I still have contact with
teenagers who once wouldn't have had a chance. One is in the
Navy, one has a job in the bank, one girl married a middle-class
chap and is doing quite well.
R: Whereas before, you knew that after their last year at school
the girls would get pregnant and they couldn't keep a job.
Although it has taken a long time to achieve what Connie Berm set
out to achieve, they were working with middle-aged people who
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sometimes couldn't be changed.
children.

They needed to start with the

A P P E N D I X ONE:

THE OBJECTS

OF THE

SOCIETY A R E AS

FOLLOWS

(a)

To provide community services and benifits to members;

(b)

To direct members to such community resources as exists;

(c)

To encourage community resources to more adequately meet
the needs of Low Income People;

(d)

To make resources available where they do not exist in
the areas of Housing, Employment, Social Security, and
Credit and Debt Counselling;

(e)

To ensure that relevant information is distributed to
Low Income People, so that they may become more informed and
participate in decision making which affects their lives;

(f)

To make the community aware of the problems confronting
Low Income People; ,

(g)

To actively encourage all sectors of the community to
work towards enhancing the life style of Low Income
People;

(h)

To encourage members to respond to and act on issues
which relate directly to Low Income People;

(i)

To provide services which increase the survival skills
of Low Income People;

(j)

To support the Low Income People in a crisis situation
or make a referral where appropriate;

(k)

To modify services according to the changing needs of
Low Income People;

(l)

To promote and carry out any charitable purpose which
meets with the aims and objectives of the Society;

(tn)

To aquire and to provide and maintain lands and buildings
for Education, Recreation or other community purposes and
to promote and assist clubs, societies or other organisations
for any such purposes;

(n)

To do all such things calculated to improve the conditions
of community life as are prescribed by regulation;

(0)

To obey all rules on the Co-Operative as set down by
the registrar;

J
J
J
J
J
J
J

i
J
J

J
J
J
J
J

i
J
J

A P P E N D I X TWO:

GUIDELINES

Membership is open to all low-income people and people interested in the rights
of low-income people.
Joining fee is 10c a share.
Membership is $1.00
per year.
People can join ARC to be able to join the Credit Union.
All staff and volunteers must become a member of the Co-operative.
Financial members have priority on day outings and camps.
If there is a vacancy,
non-members can attend.
Members must assist in cleaning the bus and act
responsibly on outings.
All resources and files are open to members except staff confidential files.
Members are not to go through staff drawers.
All members are to take an active part in cleaning the centre and must take care
of ARC’s belongings.
All staff are to respect members' privacy.
to be given out without special permission.

Addresses and phone numbers are NOT

No physical or verbal abuse of members or staff.
before being asked to leave.

There will be one warning

There is to be no alcohol or illegal drugs brought into the centre.
Staff or
volunteers must not attend programs after consuming alcohol or drugs.
Alcohol can only be consumed on special activities e.g. adult camp, A.G.M.
ARC bus and car is not to be used for members personal use
given by the Co-ordinator.

unless permission is

Members must pay 20c for all calls.
Members must pay for community lunches on the day or before the following week.
Members must participate in the preparation and cleaning after the lunches.
Staff are not to lend members money.
People wishing to visit ARC and talk to the members must put their requests in
writing and be discussed at staff meetings.
Staff must not discuss fellow staff, directors or members in open setting.
Any members who causes fights in the centre will be barred.
If they ignore the
ban they will be given one warning before the police are called.
The Co-ordinator gives warnings about incidents and determines the period for any
ban.
Children cannot attend the Centre during school hours.
to attend school they cannot come into ARC.

If children are too sick

Food is not to be eaten around the desks.
There is to be at least 2 staff in the Centre wherever possible.
People cannot join within 2 months prior to the AGM, Show, camps, or Christmas in
order to gain free access to these events.
Only financial members can vote.
On programs the worker can bar a person but this must be reported to the Co-ordinator
the next day.
The parents are to be notified immediately.
Children must attend the Christmas Party to receive a present.
Parents must sign the camp form before children/teenagers can attend camps.
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A P P E N D I X THREE:

CAMP GUIDELINES

1.

For family and adult camps, a Camp Committee to be appointed, including
a staff person, to look at venues, budget, costs and equipment.
One committee member to be appointed as a support person on camp, but
a staff member to act as the Camp Leader and take full responsibility
for the running of the camp.

2.

No alcohol to be taken or consumed at any time while on camp where there
are children, i.e. family, teenage and childrens' camps.

3.

Members can drink on adult camps if they don't get drunk and upset other
members.

A.

Deposit - will be required before camp and will be retained if persons
decide against going, except in case of illness.

5.

Camp Leader - has authority to send any person of family home who does not
abide by the guidelines.

6.

BANNING - if any adult is sent home from a camp for breaking a rule,
then they will be banned from the next camp, be it adult or family.
A child or teenager sent home will be banned depending on the decision
of the childrens' or teenagers' workers.

7.

All people banned have a right to appeal to the A.R.C. Board.

s.

NOTIFICATION - if a child or teenager is sent home the Camp Leader must
inform the parents who have custody of the child.

9.

DRUGS - no drugs are to be consumed or taken on the camp unless prescribed
by a doctor.
Camp Leader is to be notified of all medicines taken, so
in case 'of an emergency appropriate care can be given.

r*

r“

<—

r

r

10.

ADULTS - must take care their medication is kept in a safe place.

11 .

All relevant medical history and allergies to be included on camp forms.
All information to be kept confidential by the Camp Leader.

12.

Anybody with a serious illness which requires special treatment must produce
a medical certificate stating they are well enough to attend camp.

13.

Women between 6 and 9 months pregnant are unable to attend camps.
six months you can go at your own risk.

1A.

All members must attend outings except in special circumstances e.g. sickness
Camp Leader to make the final decision.

15.

All children and teenagers must attend outings while on camps.

—

16.

All members who attend camps must take an equal share of duties e.g. dishes,
cooking, cleaning and taking care of A.R.C. equipment and camp site.

-
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Less than

People attending camp must be a financial member.
If a vacancy exists
then people from outside can be taken e.g. referrals from welfare or church
groups.
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18.

If two people are continually fighting and upsetting other members
the staff person has authority to intervene and take the necessary
action.
,

19.

Parents are responsible for their own children.
If children are being
excessively bad and parents cannot control them, parents will be asked
to take them home.

20.

Members are responsible for their own belongings, ARC equipment and
and campsite.

21.

People attending camps must attend a meeting before leaving for camp.

22.

Anybody with a contagious disease cannot _go on the camp.

23.

If a person is sick the Camp leader will seek medical attention and if
need be arrange transport home.

24.

On a family camp single people can go if there is a vacancy.

2b.

Teenagers receiving their own income must pay their own fares.

26.

On a family camp teenagers under 18 must be accompanied by an adult.

2?.

If parents decide to leave camp, they must take their children with them.

28.

If members are asked to take their car, they will be paid some expenses.

29.

If a person is sent home their fares will be paid.

30.

If people chose to go homeby different means than arranged transport,
they must pay their own fares.

31 .

The family members must take their Medi Card with them, ARC will not be
responsible for doctor's report.

32.

While on camp ARC will only pay costs for accidents.

33.

All members must clean all camping equipment used by them.
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