RESPONSE BY THE ROSS HOUSE ASSOCIATION

247 FLINDERS LANE, MELBOURNE 3000

The Ross House Association was set up to help small community organisations:

· to decrease the financial and accommodation pressures which they face;  

· to provide opportunities and a supportive environment for small organisations to develop and grow, gain new experience and expertise;

· to develop a resource for small community organisations;

· to provide opportunities for skills development for individuals and groups to enhance their constructive contributions to society;

· to provide opportunities for collective action between groups occupying and/or using the building

This response is on behalf of the organisations which are members of the Association and those which occupy space in Ross House. The criteria for membership are:

· that they support the need to remove disadvantage

· that they believe in advocacy, information sharing and co-operative methods

· that they encourage participation in decision making

· that they support the aims of Ross House
At present there are 52 tenant groups and over 200 member groups. 

Changes in the current social and economic environment

As the world changes, so does Ross House. When it first opened, most of the groups occupying the ground floor were small self help groups. The diversification of purposes and activities  now present reflects the wider environment. Many current groups have a concern for the environment (Wilderness Society; Environs); others have a technological direction (Mac Advice; APANA); some represent  networks of professional workers (Australian Institute of Community and Social Workers); some have a broad philosophical aim (Future of Work). Their common aim is the pursuit of social justice. Ross House does not provide space for the provision of direct service such as material aid. Its groups operate in such areas as information provision, advocacy, public education programs, consultancy, networking and personal support. 

One of the general societal changes over the past few years has been a move towards individualism, where a person has to take more responsibility for their own actions.  A person with resources may benefit from this environment, but those already at a disadvantage may find it hard to retrieve their situation on their own.. Providing a safety net, in support as well as monetary terms, is essential for many people.

Self Help Groups

Self help groups are made up of, and controlled by people who are directly affected by the particular disadvantage, discrimination or unmet need which draws the members together. They are groups of people who work to support each other, and thereby find  for themselves the solutions which suit their needs. The support gained from the groups enables people to speak for themselves in the wider community.

 “They are groups of people who get together with others in the same boat, to share experiences and knowledge, and work together to improve their quality of life. Self help groups are controlled by people who are directly affected by a particular issue. Many self help groups are run by people who are disadvantaged by discrimination around race, disabilities, class, age, sexuality, gender, ethnic background, or a combination of these.” (from COSHG Directory of self help groups)

These groups deny the notion inherent in many programs that people are not able to speak or act for themselves, that they need special assistance because of some failure as individuals. They say that their lives have been controlled for too long by others (albeit well meaning) who know little of their real needs or wishes and whose interests are quite different.  By placing emphasis on the value of their own life experiences, members of self help groups affirm their own expertise as legitimate and essential, not only in supporting each other, but also to advocate for themselves and take action to change the circumstances which put them into the position of victims in the first place.

They may employ a paid worker to undertake some of the routine tasks, but the direction comes from the members themselves. The theory is that the most effective help comes from someone who can understand the position of the person needing assistance. In addition, support is not a one-way street. The helper one day is the ‘helped’ the next, creating a balance between the two of them. This direct assistance may be more cost effective as well.

Some groups co-ordinate members’ input to carry out their purpose. For example, there are many self help groups of older people which run self managed exercise classes such as Tai Chi or swimming. Other groups  work as advocates to reduce the disadvantage encountered by their members. For example, the members of Reinforce, a group of intellectually disadvantaged people explain to the general public through theatre what it is like to be treated in a patronising way. Many groups also produce publications, give talks, hold workshops etc.

Many of these activities are not at present included in the charitable sector, yet the impact on individuals involved is extremely positive, and often forestalls a personal or health crisis. People who are often marginalised by society; may become alienated. Self help groups can help to redress that exclusion and encourage individuals to reach some less destructive state.

What do self help groups do?

Support

Meetings

Informing members

Social activities

Producing publications

Educating the public

Research

Lobbying

Self advocacy

Skill sharing

Direct action

Information and advice services

Information services may be face-to-face or over the telephone or a mixture of the two. They provide support for decision-making or provide access to a range of health and social services. They may offer a designated service through paid staff or provide informal information and advice through member contact (for example, earlier settlers to recently arrived migrants). 

For some groups information giving is one of a range of activities, social and supportive; other groups  develop a specialist service (such as the Women’s Information and Referral Exchange = WIRE). Advocacy groups speak on behalf of those who have difficulty in making their needs known. 

Below is a representation of the continuum from information to counselling.
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Much of this work is done through phone contact, although some services work face-to-face. The contribution of this type of service to the lessening of human misery has been largely ignored. Over the last twenty-five years information services have developed sophisticated information gathering and management techniques, but the essential element in their service is still human interraction. While many services have paid co-ordinators, most of the telephone workers are volunteers. These services have not traditionally been seen as ‘charitable’, although their impact on the wellbeing of their clinents  may be as significant as other more tangible forms of assistance.

The historical context

Australian developed its philanthropic style from the British examples. In England from Elizabethan times until 1834 parishes were obliged to provide some form of sustenance for the indigent. In 1834 new rules were made for housing the poor acknowledging the changes brought by industrialisation to society..

In the Australian states private philanthropy provided the early services for the destitute, with additional funds provided by government. In the late 19th and early 20th century governments became engaged in residential services for certain groups and began to look at income maintenance. In recent years governments have taken on a major role in the area of income maintenance and in monitoring services, but have withdrawn from residential services. The major charities are presently involved in administering a wide range of human services, subject to government control and with the aid of government funds. 

With the increasing complexity of society, ‘charity’ is no longer a simple question of the avoidance of starvation or the provision of housing, although these remain critical elements to a person’s wellbeing. Rising expectations have been evident in the welfare field as well as in the lifestyles of the general public. The development of the United Nations Charter of Human Rights has changed the nature of  social support from a privilege to a right. 

Yet the Australian definition of charity still holds many 19th century overtones of soup kitchens and good works. The position of religious institutions reflects the times when there was a fear of popular uprisings, and the influence of the churches was considered to have a calming effect on a volatile population. Education was seen as another beneficial influence, worthy of government funding. 

Religious institutions have major resources in buildings, capital funds and staff structures. Their general influence has waned but they are still major stakeholders in the welfare field. In aged care and health they run facilities which are in competition with the private sector, supported by similar government funding arrangements. Their interests may be philanthropic, but they are also self interested.

Future trends

It is likely that services requiring major investment in real estate and staffing will continue to be managed by a mix of private investors and major charitable institutions. These will develop facilities in response to demographic needs and government policies. They are in a competitive market and cannot rely on the goodwill of volunteers to perform basic tasks as they may have done in the past. 

The place of volunteers

The place of volunteers is at present unclear in many organisations. They act as unpaid workers subject to the control of the management, but have little voice in how the service is run or on what tasks they perform. Their place in self help groups is also unclear. There is no distinction between decision makers and unpaid workers in these groups. Are people who undertake tasks in self help groups volunteers? If not, what are they?

Cost structures in self help groups

Most self help groups exist on minimal funding. They cannot obtain programmatic funding for a worker, but may receive funding for a limited project, which distorts their activities and causes a crisis each time the money runs out. They may lack skills in the more technical aspects of management, and are often required to provide detailed and complex data for the small sum received.

Small local groups in Victoria have suffered over the past few years because of the imposition on local councils of the need to make money from council activities. Rooms were made available in the past for health related activities and social gatherings run by small local groups. The introduction of pay-for-service caused the demise of many groups catering for pensioners and other low income older people, many of whom have suffered isolation and depression as a result. The reintroduction of no-fee for such groups, together with funding for local co-ordinators, would reduce the incidence of loneliness and subsequent need for care among older people. There is also a continuing need for meeting places for people from non-English speaking backgrounds.

“He that hath mercy on the poor, happy is he”

The motto of the Melbourne Benevolent Society in the mid 1850s was the prevailing ideology of the time. The notion of ‘welfare’ is a relic of this type of thinking. The Ross House philosophy encourages the idea of community involvement and celebrates the activities of its member groups, and resists the idea that some people are deserving of charity and others are not. In the Ross House world all the groups are equal.

Perhaps we in the year 2001 should have a more practical approach. If people are to be a part of a healthy society they must have some stake in it. Enabling the disadvantaged groups to provide that stake should be a part of any revision of the definition of ‘charities’.

Proposed definition of ‘charities’

“Bodies with the purpose and  functions of improving the quality of life through not-for profit activities, excluding those of a purely recreational or entertainment nature, but including those which employ advocacy, information and advice giving, and mutual support.”
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