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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

In April 2005 the Victorian Government released its action plan to address 
disadvantage and increase opportunities for all in Victoria, A Fairer Victoria. VCOSS 
viewed A Fairer Victoria (AFV) as a clear step by the Government to build a solid 
foundation to reduce disadvantage in our prosperous state. The strategies included 
in AFV encompass funding for strong and enduring actions to reduce disadvantage 
and promote opportunities, as well actions to change and strengthen ways of working 
so as to better support and promote the wellbeing of Victorians and their 
communities. VCOSS believes that A Fairer Victoria is demonstrably about new ways 
of working and of shaping and delivering services in ways that both better respond to 
the needs of Victorians and strengthen the resilience of communities.  

In recognition of the central importance of the Victorian Government’s A Fairer 
Victoria framework and the opportunities that such a policy framework provides, 
VCOSS identified the need to actively engage the community sector in its ongoing 
implementation and further development. VCOSS committed to a 12 month project to 
strengthen and facilitate the engagement and role of the community sector in the 
implementation of the AFV strategies. The Project recognised that the community 
sector is a key source of in-depth knowledge and experience of the policies, 
practices and projects that work well to both address and reduce disadvantage and 
promote wellbeing in Victoria, and the potential shortfalls and inadequacies that may 
undermine the achievement of the AFV objectives. 

The VCOSS A Fairer Victoria Community Sector Engagement Project (AFV Sector 
Engagement Project) was a twelve month project funded by the Department for 
Victorian Communities (DVC). The key focus of the AFV Sector Project was to: 

�  Engage the Victorian community sector, including peaks and large, medium and 
small organisations, around the implementation of the A Fairer Victoria strategies;  

�  Promote ownership by the Victorian community sector of the A Fairer Victoria 
strategies; and 

�  Enable community sector organisations and senior departmental staff to work 
together around key implementation issues. 

 

The engagement of the community sector occurred through three main avenues: four 
seminars, seven project priority areas, and the broader work of VCOSS.  

The AFV Sector Engagement Project was successful across a number of key areas, 
including: contributing to improved cross-sector and inter-departmental relationships; 
challenging and stimulating sector and government personnel to work differently; and 
coordinating community sector input to identifying implementation successes, 
roadblocks, learnings to date, and areas for future focus in AFV strategies. 

The Project highlighted some key elements: 

�  that there is a new willingness to work differently both across the community 
sector and across Government; 

�  that reforms in the way both the community sector and government take time, 
and that different governance structures are required. 

�  That there has been a clear shift in the past 18 months to a more positive 
engagement, collaboration and partnerships between both government and 
community sector organisations, and across community sector organisations. 
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A range of key learnings came through the Project across the areas of: 

�  Community strengthening 
�  Promoting inclusive communities 
�  Addressing disadvantage and promoting wellbeing 
�  Changing the way government works and improved whole of government 
�  Changing the way the sector works and improved whole of sector 
�  Improved partnering and collaborations between local governments and 

community sector organisations 
�  Partnering and collaboration 
�  Funding models and structures 
�  Governance 
�  Capacity building of the community sector 
 

VCOSS views the A Fairer Victoria (AFV) framework as providing a sound foundation 
through which to address disadvantage and promote wellbeing in Victoria. As a 
framework, AFV provides and emphasis and a focus for systems, policy and program 
actions across government. From the perspective of VCOSS, the A Fairer Victoria 
framework and strategies have delivered welcomed investment and improved ways 
of working in key areas, which are actively contributing to addressing disadvantage 
and promoting wellbeing for all Victorians and their communities. 
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IMPLEMENTATION LEARNINGS &  WAYS FORWARD 

 

VCOSS views the A Fairer Victoria (AFV) framework as providing a sound foundation 
through which to address disadvantage and promote wellbeing in Victoria. AFV is 
clearly delivering on key aspects such as improving equity, strengthening and 
supporting diversity, changing the way government and community sector 
organisations work, and ensuring services and structures are more responsive to the 
needs of communities.  

As a framework, AFV provides and emphasis and a focus for systems, policy and 
program actions across government. AFV provides a clear, broad central policy 
direction incorporating the flexibility for responsiveness to locally identified priorities.  
The strategies included in AFV encompass investments in actions to reduce 
disadvantage, as well as actions to change and strengthen ways of working so as to 
better support and promote the wellbeing of Victorians and their communities. A 
Fairer Victoria is clearly providing the Victorian Government with a sound stand-
alone, central framework through which to coordinate whole of government actions to 
address disadvantage and promote wellbeing.  

From the perspective of VCOSS, the A Fairer Victoria framework and strategies have 
delivered welcomed investment and improved ways of working in key areas, 
including supports for children and families, more responsive family violence 
programs, strategies to address disadvantage for Indigenous Victorians and their 
communities, expansion of community transport, disability accommodation 
refurbishment, justice – including the new Neighbourhood Justice Centre, capital 
funding for neighbourhood houses, and improvement to services and supports for 
people experiencing mental health problems. 

The Government’s commitment to promoting and supporting the wellbeing of children 
was clearly evident in the AFV strategies around early years. This commitment was 
evident through a range of proactive steps, including: the creation of the new 
ministerial position of Minister for Children, the new Child, Youth and Families Act 
2005, the intention to develop a Statewide Plan for Children, the establishment of the 
dedicated Office for Children and the Statewide Outcomes Branch within it, the 
Victorian Children’s Council, and cross-government mechanisms such as the 
Children’s Services Coordination Board. 

The initiatives around family violence were significant developments. The Statewide 
Committee on Family Violence is an important example of the value in bringing 
together the major departments and agencies working on preventing and responding 
to family violence. 

The Government’s commitment to reducing Indigenous disadvantage and promoting 
the wellbeing of Indigenous Victorians and their communities is to be applauded. 
Through AFV, there is now clear multi-departmental effort and commitment to 
working together to improve outcomes for Indigenous Victorians. 
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The following specific implementation learnings are drawn from the presentations 
and discussions at the four seminars, from the work around each of the seven 
Priority Areas, and from the broader work of VCOSS. These learnings capture key 
issues and ideas around the implementation of the AFV strategies, highlighting what 
has worked well, where and what have been the roadblocks, where there are clear 
gaps in the strategies, and priorities to strengthen ongoing implementation. 

Comm un i t y  s t r en g then ing  

One of the key pillars of A Fairer Victoria is community strengthening. Community 
strengthening is captured well in the following definition:  

‘Any sustained effort to increase the connectedness, active engagement and 
partnership among members of the community, community groups and 
organisations in order to enhance social, economic and environmental 
objectives.’4  

From this definition it is clear that the underlying objectives of community 
strengthening are about social, economic and environmental outcomes and that the 
way to achieve these is to focus effort on creating stronger communities through 
enhancing connectedness, engagement and partnership between various 
stakeholders in the community.  

Flowing from this, it is evident that community strengthening needs to be seen as 
serious economic business. It is critical to improve and strengthen the integration of 
social and economic policy in Victoria – these cannot be separated in achieving a 
‘prosperous Victoria’. Both government and the community sector need to better 
understand and highlight the linkages between community strengthening models and 
improved economic outcomes for both communities and the state as a whole. 

‘The decade ahead … presents both the opportunity and the need to integrate 
social and economic policy – in a way that recognises the essential 
interdependency between good economic policy and good social policy.’ 

Tony Nicholson, CEO, Brotherhood of St Laurence5 

This linking of social and economic policy has been evident in some of the State 
Government’s approaches to date. As noted by Professor John Wiseman: 

‘… [G]overnment support for community strengthening policies and strategies 
has been driven by the increasingly influential conceptual framework and 
evidence linking investment in social connectedness, social capital and civil 
society to improvements in economic productivity, social inclusion, public 
safety and public health …’6 

This work needs to be strengthened and developed further in order to achieve 
ongoing social and economic outcomes. 

Community strengthening also needs to be mainstreamed across government – that 
is, it needs to be a core part of how government works, through being better 
integrated across all areas of government, including health, education, children, 
young people, housing, disability, and justice. Such a step is required to ensure that 
                                                
4 M Considine, Building connections: Community strengthening and local government in 
Victoria – A paper prepared for Local Government Victoria, Department for Victorian 
Communities, August 2004. 
5 T Nicholson, A Fairer Victoria – Progress and prospects, Presentation to VCOSS 
Implementing A Fairer Victoria forum, 3 March 2006. 
6 J Wiseman, Local heros, Learning from recent communitiy strengthening initiatives in 
Victoria, Australian Journal of Public Administration, 65 (2), 95-107, June 2006. 
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they do not become like other community development programs which have been 
short-lived and seen as a distraction from the core functions of government.7 
Community strengthening also needs to be universally applied across government 
programs and not be seen as ‘something for disadvantaged communities’. Further 
work is required to imbed and make clearer the links between community 
strengthening and direct service delivery priorities so that it is not simply viewed as a 
‘distraction’ from these government responsibilities. It needs to be explicit that 
community strengthening is a central component in the delivery of services – that it 
assists in achieving desired outcomes.  

In the early years context, community strengthening depends essentially on engaging 
families directly in setting priorities appropriate to their community or neighbourhood, 
providing adequate resources to enable and support them to participate actively in 
the planning process, where Government sets clear policy guidelines and desired 
outcomes but allows for flexibility in the ways different communities achieve those 
outcomes at the local level.8  

Community health services also demonstrate the importance of integrating 
community strengthening as a core element of service delivery. The community 
strengthening role of community health services (CHSs) supports the overarching 
objectives of the Government to ensure ‘a fairer society that reduces disadvantage 
and respects diversity’ and to ‘build friendly, confident and safe communities.’9 
Similar to the early years, CHSs have identified outcomes to achieve and seek to 
work in more innovative and flexible ways to deliver better health and wellbeing 
outcomes for people in their communities. For example, the Bendigo Community 
Health Service provides a Walking Group through VicHealth funding. The group 
members literally walk and in the process improved health outcomes have been 
demonstrated.  The groups are facilitated by Vic Fit instructors and supported by 
other allied health staff such as a podiatrist or counsellor.  While walking the 
podiatrist is able to engage in conversation and impart information and knowledge 
about good practices for maintaining healthy feet.  The counsellor is able to 
informally address emotional wellbeing issues and has shared relaxation tools and 
techniques such as relaxation and good sleep practices.  This program has been 
externally evaluated and positive health outcomes have been verified. 

A key way to ensure community strengthening is a core part of how government 
works is to ensure that a community strengthening framework is incorporated into the 
roll-out of major initiatives. This could be undertaken within the following announced 
commitments, and ensure improved outcomes for both local communities and the 
government: 

�  Implementation and investment for the new Children’s Centres; 
�  Capital investment rebuild for schools; 
�  Implementation of the transport investment; and 
�  Climate change / drought relief responses. 
The Women and Drought Network is a clear example of where incorporating a 
community strengthening framework into a drought initiative adds significant value. 

                                                
7 H Raysmith, Keynote address, VCOSS Implementing a fairer Victoria seminar – Connecting 
people and place: translating whole of government at the local level, VCOSS, 12 December 
2006. 
8 T Bentley & J Wilsdon, Eds, The adaptive state: Strategies for personalising the public 
realm, Demos, 2003. 
9 Department of Premier and Cabinet, Growing Victoria together: A vision for Victoria to 2010 
and beyond, State of Victoria, Melbourne, 2005. 
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This $600,000 initiative builds on the existing positive actions and is a recognition of 
the importance of supporting the communities that support the community. 

It is clear that further work is required to embed the key elements of community 
strengthening of equity, diversity, justice and democracy across government and 
across the community sector. There remains confusion and uncertainty around the 
linkages and relationship between community strengthening and actions to address 
disadvantage and promote wellbeing. This was clearly evident in a comment from 
one of the seminar participants who asked what community strengthening had to do 
with addressing disadvantage and improving outcomes for children.  

Further work is also required to translate the key elements of community 
strengthening into government processes and practices. For example, equity and 
fairness are key elements of both community strengthening and AFV. In translating 
equity and fairness, it is important to recognise that these elements do not just mean 
equal funding, or even equal access to specific services. Fairness and equity also do 
not mean the same for everyone, nor do they mean top-down provision of the same 
services for diverse communities. True equity means culturally-appropriate and 
community-relevant services that reflect the particular circumstances of each 
community. It is important to recognise that participation in decision-making by 
communities, particularly vulnerable communities, requires additional support and 
training. In the provision of services, particular attention needs to be given to equity 
issues related to population-based formula funding, which frequently discriminates 
against smaller rural and regional communities. 

The Government needs to better enable the community sector to play a more active 
role in the ongoing process of community strengthening. Community sector 
organisations currently play a significant community strengthening role, for example 
in supporting the wellbeing of children and families. This role could be further 
developed and built on. Community sector organisations could be at the forefront in 
assisting, supporting and strengthening communities to define their own needs and 
priorities, working alongside and in collaboration with local governments. The 
Victorian Government’s aim of involving communities in decision making should draw 
on the intimate knowledge the diverse range of community sector organisations 
already have. In the early years area for example, community sector organisations 
and local governments could be resourced to take the lead role in strengthening 
communities and steering early childhood services at the local level under an 
integrated and comprehensive Statewide Plan for Children that delivers improved 
outcomes for children, families and communities at the local level. A key learning 
from collaboration activities to date in the early years is that additional resources are 
required to enable this collaboration to be established and maintained. 

Neighbourhood house and learning centres are another area of the community sector 
that has a clear community strengthening role. Neighbourhood houses and learning 
centres are an important platform for community strengthening and are key for 
mainstreaming community strengthening. The principles on which this sector is base 
have strong ties to community strengthening: community ownership, community 
participation, empowerment, access and equity, life long learning, inclusion, 
networking, advocacy, self help, and social action. The strength and distinctiveness 
of the practice of neighbourhood houses and learning centres lies in the interaction 
between formal and informal methods to achieve connections within a local 
community. The established infrastructure that neighbourhood houses and learning 
centres provide is central to communities being able to respond to new or emergency 
situations. This was particularly evident in the 2003 bushfires where the Buchan 
Neighbourhood House was able to provide both an immediate response to the 
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emergency needs of the local community and in playing an ongoing role in the 
community’s recovery.10 

Promo t i ng  i nc l us i ve c o mmu n i t i es  

Through actions to support Victorians who experience disadvantage, AFV is 
strengthening the whole Victorian community, and ensuring that all Victorians feel 
that they are a part of the vibrant community of Victoria. 

There are three essential elements to ensuring inclusive communities:11 

1. access to social goods 
2. empowerment / ensuring community ownership 
3. institutional trust – between and within government departments, non-

government organisations and communities. 
A Fairer Victoria has delivered on each of these essential elements. For example, the 
strategies within the objectives of access to universal services and reducing barriers 
to opportunity have increased access to social goods; the strategies within the 
objectives of support for disadvantaged groups and support for disadvantaged places 
have helped ensure community ownership; and the strategies within the objective of 
making it easier to work with government have increased the levels of institutional 
trust. 

Further action and steps are still required across a number of key areas.  

Firstly, it is necessary to strengthening engagement models with the community. Any 
consultations with a local community need to include a broad range of 
representatives. Consultations need to include both generalist and specific 
organisations. In the area of transport for example, while generalist organisations like 
local government can be a useful conduit to local communities, many local 
governments have their own tendencies to be dominated by the most powerful 
voices. Groups that are often ignored are the same groups that are most likely to 
experience transport disadvantage, such as young and old community members, 
local Indigenous people, people with disabilities, low income women at home with 
children, and people who are unemployed. 

Secondly, the responsiveness to and participation of people who access services 
needs to be improved across all areas of both government and the community 
sector. Too often, those who access services are not involved in decision making and 
planning processes. 

Ad d res s i ng  d i s ad van tage and  p ro m o t i ng  w el l bei ng  

The A Fairer Victoria framework has significantly delivered a range of actions that 
address disadvantage and promote wellbeing. In building on these actions, some key 
factors require further attention and effort. 

Across all government departments, there needs to be an improved holistic 
understanding of the multiple ways in which people are marginalised and experience 
disadvantage and the subsequent impact this has on them and their ability to 
participate in community life. In the early years area, more action is required to assist 

                                                
10 For further information regarding this case study see: L Humpage, Building Victorian 
communities: Outcomes of the Neighbourhood house and learning centre sector, Centre for 
Applied Social Reserch, RMIT University, 2005. 
11 T Bentley, H McCarthy & M Mean, Inside out: Rethinking inclusive communities, Demos, 
2003. 
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those children and families whose circumstances have already disadvantaged them. 
For example, Indigenous children, those not ‘ready’ for school; those with poor 
literacy; those with disabilities, behavioral problems and/or learning difficulties; and 
children failing in the early to middle primary school years. For these children, the 
gaps need to be filled in, they need to be provided with opportunities to achieve their 
potential – through targeted and specific support: whether through educational and 
learning remedial programs, mentoring programs, a broader and more diverse 
education curriculum that responds to all children’s learning styles and interests; 
improved supports for their parents; being linked with required community and health 
services, such as counselling – so that they can experience successes that may 
motivate them to continue learning and thriving. Also, consideration needs to be 
given to issues outside a direct program area. For example, the integration of service 
delivery can be undermined by elements such as poor public transport 

Further work both within government and the community sector is required as to what 
services are required, rather than simply accepting that the existing programs provide 
the only way forward. The YP4 initiative is an example of where it was recognised 
that new ways of working were required.12 YP4 is a joint initiative of Hanover Welfare 
Services, the Brotherhood of St Laurence, Melbourne City Mission and Loddon 
Mallee Housing Services, and has support and funding from both federal and state 
governments. YP4, represents a new approach to assisting people experiencing both 
homelessness and unemployment by joining up services for homeless jobseekers, 
offering them a single point of contact to address their housing, employment and 
personal goals. YP4 aims to demonstrate that joining up programs to respond to the 
interrelated needs of individuals will result in more lasting outcomes for young 
homeless jobseekers. 

The central importance of ensuring universal access to services also needs to be 
acknowledged in better addressing disadvantage and promoting wellbeing. Within 
this, it is critical to make more explicit the connection between universal and targeted 
services – they are two sides of the same coin, and ensure better linkages across 
these. Universal services can provide the platform for the delivery of targeted or 
specialist services. In the early years area, maternal and child health services, child 
care services, kindergartens and schools are often the only institution or service that 
families have contact with. Each of these can be better utilised as an effective 
platform to ensure that vulnerable children and families are linked in with the 
appropriate additional supports required. 

To better respond to the needs of all Victorians, particularly those who experience 
disadvantage, it is critical to address the current gaps in service provision. For 
example, the gaps in housing affordability and the current gaps in and waiting lists for 
family support services, access to child care and kindergarten, early intervention 
disability services undermine the Government’s objective of giving every child every 
chance. To better support and promote the wellbeing of every child and family 
service frameworks should be based on a strengths model, not the current deficit 
model; and funding should be ongoing in order to support sustainable change – not 
fall into the trap of short-term project funding for new initiatives. 

Policies and programs must be responsive to local priorities in order to more 
effectively address disadvantage and promote wellbeing. To achieve this, a clear, 
broad central policy direction should be established which incorporates the flexibility 
for responsiveness to locally identified priorities. For example, in the area of 
transport, planning of the new services responded to gaps identified in Transport 
Connections and hence achieved a good fit with local needs.  
                                                
12 For further information regarding the YP4 initiative see: 
http://www.hanover.org.au/index_general.asp?menuid=070.040 
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Chan g in g  the w ay go ver nmen t  w o rk s  &  im pro ved  w ho le o f  
go vern men t  ap p ro ac hes  

The A Fairer Victoria framework recognises that significant reforms are required in 
the way government works to effectively respond to disadvantage and promote 
wellbeing.13 As identified by Jake Chapman in his two System failure publications:14  

‘the current model of public policy making, based on the reduction of complex 
problems into separate, rationally manageable components, is no longer 
appropriate to the challenges faced by governments and changes to the wider 
environment in which they operate.’ 

Implementing a systems practice involves significant change from the traditional 
approach and processes employed by government. This is evident ‘in that: 

�  interventions would be based upon learning what works, on an ongoing basis, 
rather than specifying targets to be met. 

�  the priority would be to improve overall system performance, as judged by the 
end-users of the system not just by Ministers or civil servants 

�  the policy making process would focus on the processes of improvement, rather 
than the control of the agencies involved 

�  engagement with agents and stakeholders would be based more upon listening 
and co-researching rather than on telling and instructing. Responsibility for 
innovation and improvement would be widely distributed.’15 

In some areas, government has changed the way it works in response to the 
recognition that previous ways of working were no longer as effective, and these 
steps have resulted in improved outcomes. The inclusion by the Department of 
Infrastructure (DOI) of community, industry and departmental stakeholders in the 
early planning stages of the policy and program responses to social issues around 
energy hardship was a significant and welcomed step, which demonstrated the 
department’s willingness to consult well and respond appropriately. Such an 
approach was also taken by DOI in the implementation of the recommendations from 
the report of the Inquiry into Financial Hardship of Energy Consumers, whereby the 
department recognised the need to target emergency relief and other community 
support workers in addition to financial counselors around energy hardship issues. 
The Office for Children within the Department of Human Services also took proactive 
steps to actively involve a broad range of community sector stakeholders in 
consultations for both the development of the new Child, Youth and Families Act 
2005 and the proposed Statewide Plan for Children. Also, the partnership between 
four departments around the AFV Flexible transport solutions strategy has resulted in 
a stronger whole of government approach and some progress on reducing barriers to 
maximising use of the available transport resources. 

Further action is still required to change the way government works so that it better 
supports improved outcomes for Victorians and their communities. It is evident that 
the importance and value of changing the way government works is fully grasped at 
high levels within departments. Senior leaders across government departments 
recognise and understand the new direction and the value it can add. However it is 
not clear that this recognition and understanding has flowed through to the middle 

                                                
13 Department of Premier and Cabinet, A fairer Victoria: Progress and next steps, State of 
Victoria, June 2006. 
14 J Capman, System failure, Demos, 2002; J Chapman, System failure: Why governments 
must learn to think differently, Demos, 2004. 
15 J Chapman, System failure: Why governments must learn to think differently, Demos, 2004, 
p.13-14. 
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and lower levels of departments. For example, many VCOSS members continue to 
report experiences of being micro-managed, of silo-management, and of narrow 
programmatic conversations and directives. These are clear symptoms that the move 
to change the way government works has not been integrated across all levels of 
departments. A comment referring to the new direction to change the way the public 
sector works in the April program of the Institute of Public Administration Australia 
(IPAA) demonstrates that cultural change in large institutions takes significant time 
and effort: 

‘The public sector’s next challenge has arrived.’16 

It is important not to lose the momentum that has been established, and to continue 
to progress the required culture change across all levels of all departments. This will 
require an ongoing commitment. 

Ongoing work to progress the required culture change will result in clear benefits 
across a range of AFV priority areas. In the area of transport, ongoing work within 
government (and the community sector) is necessary to remove the remaining 
barriers to resource sharing and collaborative planning – for example, accelerating 
the progress of making schools bus use more flexible would achieve a significant 
difference in many areas. Ongoing support is also needed of the implementation 
improvements that have been made in the expansion of transport options, such as 
stronger connections with and support from regional DOI offices, and progress on 
country taxi reform. 

Further work is also required to engage all of government in agreed Government 
priorities. For example, the implementation of the Victorian State Disability Plan has 
been slowed by the lack of priority accorded it by all departments. The requirement of 
all departments to develop Disability Action Plans is to be commended and have 
included some key initiatives – for example DOJ has established three two-year 
scholarships for young people with a disability and DET has expanded is mentoring 
program. However reporting by many departments against both the State Disability 
Plan and their individual Action Plans has been irregular. Given that issues affecting 
specific groups such as people with disability can be of relatively low priority for some 
departments, the facilitation of good communication and strategies inside and across 
departments on disability-related issues is essential. The newly established Office for 
Disability in the Department for Victorian Communities has the potential to coordinate 
work in cross-departmental areas such as transport and building accessibility.   

The commitment in AFV to provide more affordable housing for Victorian 
communities is another example of all departments failing to actively engage in 
delivering on the Government’s stated commitment. In some instances, departmental 
agendas have run counter to the commitments in AFV and appear to have derailed 
the drive to innovate, and there has been no significant new strategies developed or 
implemented. It is clear that resolution of the crisis in affordable housing needs a 
powerful and engaged central agency champion. Such situations must be addressed, 
given that housing remains one of the most critical areas of attention to effectively 
address disadvantage – as without housing, outcomes in mental health, children’s 
wellbeing, community strengthening, education, training and employment are 
undermined. 

In developing new ways of working, it is important for both government and 
community sector organisations to adopt a more longer-term approach. An early 
lesson from the Melbourne City Mission Braybrook/Maidstone Partnership Project 
                                                
16 Institute of Public Administration Australia (IPAA), Changing the way the public service 
works: Scoping the direction of the public sector for the next 20 years – Program for seminar 
on Tuesday 3 April 2007, (IPAA), February 2007. 
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was identifying the need to develop both short term and long term goals in order to 
keep all stakeholders engaged and focused. 

Improvements in the way government works are also required in the area of planning 
and coordination. Policy, planning, service delivery and resource allocation 
processes need to be better integrated at the state, regional and local level. Three 
examples highlight the central importance of this. Firstly, in the area of 
homelessness, key learnings from current initiatives highlight the need to 
comprehensively assess people when they first approach a service and to package a 
set of supports that best meets their needs – for example housing, employment 
assistance, drug and alcohol support, mental health care etc – as better responding 
to people’s needs will prevent the problem of the ‘revolving door of homelessness’ 
and the trauma experienced in the homelessness system. Secondly, in the early 
years, a whole of government framework – established through the forthcoming 
Statewide Plan for Children – could facilitate the provision of services and structures 
aimed at promoting the wellbeing of children and young people, preventing abuse 
and neglect and providing comprehensive, integrated and sustained support. 
Currently, services are fragmented, with no overarching coordination across service 
types. What is required are flexibility of services and improved coordination at local 
community level, and innovative funding and accountability arrangements.17 Lastly, 
the Melbourne City Mission Braybrook/Maidstone Partnership Project has 
demonstrated how a different approach to integrated planning and service 
development can be achieved, noting that a key challenge to be addressed in this 
new approach is balancing the engagement of community members, practitioners, 
planners, senior managers and CEOs.  

This last example reinforces a key insight from system theory as noted by Jake 
Chapman: 

‘A key insight from systems theory is that different individuals and 
organisations within a problem domain will have significantly different 
perspectives, based on different histories, cultures and goals. These different 
perspectives have to be integrated and accommodated if effective action is to 
be taken by all the relevant agents.’18 

This reinforces the recognition in AFV that ‘different places have different issues’ and 
‘the need for locally appropriate policy responses and flexible ways of delivering 
services’.19   

In many instances, increased local input is required to achieve improved outcomes. 
AFV recognises the need for ‘locally appropriate responses and flexible ways of 
delivering services.’20 In the area of transport, not all new bus services have taken 
advantage of local input through Transport Connections and consequently some are 
operating on less than optimal routes, for example, by not integrating with other local 
services, such as community transport. Local coordination of programs and initiatives 
also can have positive outcomes, being able to more effectively deal with locally 
specific relationships and needs. Transport Connections is an example of a 
successful initiative, having achieved improved coordination of transport in a number 
of local communities within a broad framework at the central government level, as 
                                                
17 F Oberklaid, Children: Our primary consideration, Centre for Community Child Health, 
Royal Children’s Hospital, 21 July 2005. 
18 J Chapman, System failure: Why governments must learn to think differently, Demos, 2004, 
p.12. 
19 Department of Premier and Cabinet, A fairer Victoria: Progress and next steps, State of 
Victoria, June 2006, p.6. 
20 Department of Premier and Cabinet, A fairer Victoria: Progress and next steps, State of 
Victoria, June 2006, p.6. 
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well as contributing to change around broader policy issues, such as the reforms 
arising out of the country taxi review.  

Hayden Raysmith noted in his presentation to the third implementing A Fairer Victoria 
seminar that there are four key elements in connecting higher levels of government 
to the local level in such a way that service delivery is improved, resources are used 
more flexibly and local residents have a say in decision making. These ‘are: 

1. Engagement of … citizens in priority setting, decision making and contributing 
to the solution; 

2. The creation or reinforcement of horizontal connections, networks and local 
decision making committee structures that are given some formal mandate, 
mostly referred to as local governance arrangements or structures; 

3. Establishing formal connections between the local and central structures, 
horizontal and vertical axis and between top down and bottom up processes; 
and 

4. Flexible responsiveness, devolution of decision making, tailored local 
solutions, joined up responses, feedback loops and accountability down as 
well as up.’21 

Establishing a central government policy framework, such as A Fairer Victoria, 
provides a clear direction yet enables local flexibility so that services and supports 
best meet the needs of local communities. Systems practice highlights that such an 
approach is highlighted is more effective in responding to the current context. From a 
systems perspective, a central policy statement would provide a broad direction with 
minimum specifications, and would: 

�  clearly establish the direction of change; 
�  set boundaries that cannot be crossed by any implementation strategy; 
�  allocate resources, but without specifying how they should be used, … [including] 

statements of time scale and potential further funding; 
�  grant permissions i.e. explicitly allows innovation; 
�  specify core evaluation requirements, in all cases based upon the experiences 

and outcomes of the end users of the system. 
 

Strengthened whole of government approaches are also required to better support 
and promote the wellbeing of Victorians and their communities. Further work across 
both government and the community sector is necessary to improve both how 
multiple government departments and agencies work together and the coordination 
of this work. In the area of Indigenous communities, urgent work is required to ensure 
improved coordination across the various initiatives to support and promote the 
wellbeing of Indigenous communities. Many in the community sector highlighted that 
there appeared to be a lack of a central department overseeing all actions, and that 
this results in limited sharing of the learnings from what is working well and how 
these can be applied both across and outside government. Wowara College in 
Healesville also demonstrates the lack of a whole of government approach. Wowara 
College is caught in crossfire of Commonwealth and State relations. It crosses 
multiple departments’ areas of responsibility, including DET, DOJ, DHS, and DVC. 
The resourcing of Wowara College would be consistent with the objectives of AFV.  

                                                
21 H Raysmith, Keynote address, VCOSS Implementing a fairer Victoria seminar – 
Connecting people and place: translating whole of government at the local level, VCOSS, 12 
December 2006, p.1. 
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Lastly, new ways of working are required that give privilege to innovation. This will 
involve both government and the community sector accepting that everything tried 
will not be successful, but that there will be learnings to be gained from these. To 
enable this, mechanisms need to be established that enable case studies of what 
works and what hasn’t been effective to be shared across both the community sector 
and government. 

Chan g in g  the w ay the s ec to r  w o rk s  

Like government, the community sector still has far to go in joining-up both policy and 
service delivery, so as to achieve improved outcomes for the people and 
communities in which they work. This joining-up need to include improved 
collaboration both within and across organisations – small, medium and large. 

In improving their joining-up, community sector organisations need to identify 
themselves as not a ‘single service’ agency but as an organisation that improves the 
wellbeing of those who they work with. For example, an organisation should not 
simply be a SAAP agency – the organisation needs to recognise that a person 
coming to them may be a woman escaping domestic violence but who is also a 
mother with a five year old boy. Previously the approach may have been to place her 
and her son in emergency accommodation where ever was available – perhaps on 
the other side of the city, and this would have met their emergency accommodation 
needs. However, the first responsibility needs to be to maintain both the woman’s 
and her son’s social links, the links to the son’s schooling and all should flow from 
this. It is recognised that such an approach requires new ways of working, staff 
training and improved resourcing. 

The YP4 project demonstrates the benefits of joining-up programs and agencies. It 
involves eight projects across three government departments and five community 
sector organisations. YP4, joins up services for homeless jobseekers by offering 
them a single point of contact to address their housing, employment and personal 
goals.22 

The joining-up by the community sector can be furthered by government engaging 
proactively with the sector in the joint development of standards and the resourcing 
of organisations to move towards compliance.  (for example, children’s regulations, 
towards encouraging generalist community organisations to become disability 
accessible).    

Imp ro ved  netw o rk s , par t ner i ng  and  c o l l abo rat i on  bet w een  
l oc al  g o vernmen t s  and  c o mmu n i t y  s ec to r  o rgan i s at i o ns  

The need to develop improved networks, partnering and collaboration between 
community sector organisations and local governments was identified as a key 
priority for future work. Neither community sector organisations nor local 
governments can improve outcomes for communities on their own. As such, each 
needs to actively do work together on improving relationships, collaborations and 
partnerships.  

The benefits of using a collaborative approach at the local level to improve outcomes 
for communities ‘include: 

                                                
22 For further information regarding the YP4 initiative see: 
http://www.hanover.org.au/index_general.asp?menuid=070.040. 
24 M Considine, Community strengthening and the role of local government: A discussion 
paper, Local Government Victoria, Department for Victorian Communities, February 2004. 
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�  crafting flexible solutions for local conditions; 
�  stimulating industry clusters and other public-private connections; 
�  improving health and wellbeing through expanded public participation; 
�  fostering new forms of local leadership and skills; and 
�  improving innovation through better communication and knowledge transfer.’24 
 

The recognition of the important role of local government in addressing disadvantage 
was acknowledged and welcomed across all AFV strategies. Indeed, the Local 
Government (Democratic Reform) Act 2003 gives local governments a new charter 
and a pivotal role to play at the local level. Alongside this, it was also identified that it 
is critical for local government to work in networks, collaboration and partnership with 
local community sector organisations to improve outcomes for communities. 

Ongoing relationship building between local governments and the community sector 
is required. Local governments and local community sector organisations have a long 
history of working together to best support and promote the wellbeing of their 
communities. The significant changes experienced by both local governments and 
the community sector during the 1990s undermined capacity and a focus on working 
together. Today, in many areas, local governments and community sector 
organisations are working effectively together through a range of mechanisms. 
However, a key theme identified is that more interaction and engagement across 
local governments and the community sector is required in recognition of the linkages 
across their respective areas of work. A fairer Victoria offers a statewide framework 
through which regional and local mechanisms for engagement could be implemented 
to facilitate the relationship development between local governments and community 
sector organisations. 

A key part of the relationship development that needs to occur is for all local 
stakeholders have a role in local planning. Local governments have a central role to 
play in the local planning and coordination of services. For example, there is a 
potential role for local government in collaboration with local community sector 
organisations around the coordination of all children’s services within a municipality 
and resources to help integrate them. The Victorian Government’s positive response 
to the Premier’s Children’s Advisory Committee (PCAC) report Joining the Dots  
indicated it was moving to a more integrated, more locally-responsive and cost-
effective early childhood system. However, funding to date does not reflect the need 
to resource the community services sector and local government (as recommended 
by PCAC) so they can better work together around specific services such as 
maternal & child health, child care, kindergartens, primary schools and family support 
to build an integrated, positive, strength-based early years system. There is room for 
more systematic reform than so far undertaken. 
Local governments also need to view community sector organisations as a partner 
and a resource in planning – as organisations that can actively contribute to positive 
outcomes for local communities.  

“Neighbourhood houses are critical enablers of local government agencies 
and priorities.” 

              Merial Clarke, CEO,  

   Association for Neighbourhood Houses and Learning Centres 

Local community organisations frequently collect data that local governments often 
are not able to, as was evident in the Melbourne City Mission Maidstone / Braybrook 
Project. For the Municipal Early Years Plans, while some local governments actively 
engage key local community sector organisations, others do not, undermining the 
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effectiveness of MEYPs to support and promote the wellbeing of children and 
families. 

Local planning also needs to be linked to broader central government objectives. The 
Municipal Early Years Plans (MEYP) process generally provides sound local area 
planning, however the whole service system is still not integrated and coordinated as 
part of this process, undermining the objective of the Government to improve the 
integration of early years services. One way forward would be for the process to be 
brought into line with the recommendations of the Premier’s Children’s Advisory 
Committee’s Report regarding ‘Children’s Resource Zones’.25 

Stronger steps are required to also ensure that local planning is integrated across a 
whole local government area. Local government is an elected arm of government, 
and so has a clear whole of community mandate. In planning a key question that 
needs to be further explored is how to integrate local community or neighbourhood 
plans with the broader local government plan. This tension has been evident in a 
range of community strengthening projects, including the Melbourne City Mission 
Maidstone / Braybrook Project and a number of the Neighbourhood Renewal sites 

Many local governments have also either lost or not been able to develop social 
planning expertise, and so need to be skilled-up in this area. This has been evident in 
the transport area where local government is frequently seen as being best placed to 
provide key information in terms of identifying required transport routes. However 
some local governments do not have the relevant data or expertise required to 
provide this advice, evident in that some consultations with local communities have 
failed to engage more vulnerable members of a community. There are a number of 
proactive councils who have implemented a range of initiatives that have resulted in 
improved outcomes for their local communities. There are also many other local 
councils that are struggling with the community strengthening and local planning 
aspects of their role that have emerged over the past few years. A key role for the 
State Government is to provide the infrastructure support for local governments’ 
larger planning role.  

As noted by Hayden Raysmith, other aspects of local governments’ role that need to 
be strengthened are local governments’: 

�  techniques of ongoing community engagement and consultation; 
�  capacity to measure community wellbeing; 
�  ability to include local neighbourhood planning; 
�  capacity to work with geographically disadvantaged areas; and 
�  advocacy on behalf of the wider community.26 
 

. 

In moving forward, further work is required to document the process of relationship 
building between local governments and the community sector. This documentation 
needs to include the identification of effective models to inform future developments, 
incorporating key learnings from what are working and what is not working. In the 
identification of effective models, there needs to be recognition that different 

                                                
25 For detailed information, see: Premier’s Children’s Advisory Committee, Joining the dots: A 
new vision for Victoria’s children – Premier’s Children’s Advisory Committee Report to the 
Premier of Victoria, State of Victoria: September 2004. 
26 H Raysmith, Keynote address, VCOSS Implementing a fairer Victoria seminar – 
Connecting people and place: translating whole of government at the local level, VCOSS, 12 
December 2006, p.10. 
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communities have different histories, a different make-up and different priorities going 
forward. VCOSS identifies the development and maintenance of partnering between 
the community sector and local governments as critical to supporting and promoting 
the wellbeing of Victorian communities, and sees this as a priority area for its own 
work. 

Par tner i ng  and  c o l l abo rat i o n  

‘… recently, emerging policy models have emphasised the importance of 
partnerships between government, not for profit and corporate sector 
organisations to address social, economic and environmental issues.’27 

Harnessing the best of both government and the community sector is vital to 
achieving sustainable change in an increasingly complex environment. To achieve 
this, it is necessary to build platforms of relationships by creating spaces for 
meaningful collaboration, networks and partnering across and within both the 
community sector and government.  

In recent years, there has been significant growth in multi-agency and complex 
partnering. Focused work is required to both document the models being developed 
and learnings from each of these so as to best develop new partnering and foster the 
ongoing growth and development of existing partnering relationships. 

Partnering relationships are fostered when there is a tangible activity to bring sectors 
and agencies together.  Alongside this, Frameworks which identify unifying purposes 
and articulate strategies also strengthen the nature of these partnering relationships. 
The collaboration evident in service delivery partnerships improves both government 
flexibility and effectiveness, and enhances the economic performance of cities and 
regions.28 Maintaining collaborative relationships in an ongoing manner optimises the 
effectiveness of collaborative work around specific issues when they arise, enabling 
ways forward to be identified more quickly, minimising an disruptions. 

A central learning to date has been that developing and maintaining any partnering 
relationship is resource intensive. Significant staff time and other resources are 
required to develop effective collaborations, networks and partnering to achieve 
improved outcomes for communities. To enable and strengthening partnering 
relationships, additional funding to specific service delivery funding is required. 
Structures and incentives within the system that reward when organisations 
collaborate are also required. 

‘The discussions and debates proved positive, and highlighted the ongoing 
need for dialogue both across the sector and between the community sector 
and government.’ 

  Participant in second VCOSS AFV seminar, 12 September 2006. 

Another way through which collaborative partnering relationships can be 
strengthened is through the establishment of mechanisms at the state, regional and 
local level which enable intentional dialogue between the community sector, local 
governments and the State Government. These mechanisms would facilitate the 
sharing of learnings, and thereby strengthen work to support and promote wellbeing 
for Victorians and their communities.  

                                                
27 J Barraket, Community sector sustainability: Research evidence and public policy 
implications, Paper prepared for the Sector Sustainability Task Group, VCOSS, August 2006. 
28 M Considine, Partnerships and collaborative advantage: Some reflections on new forms of 
network governance, Melbourne: Centre for Public Policy, University of Melbourne, Dec 2005, 
p.13. 
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At each of the seminars and throughout the work undertaken as part of this project 
and the broader work of VCOSS, representatives from both government and the 
community sector highlighted the value and importance of both formal and informal 
mechanisms and structures that bring a range of cross-sector and cross-government 
agencies together. For example, feedback provided through the seminars identified 
the following ways to strengthen the implementation of the AFV objectives: 

�  Provide ongoing forums that focus on building partnerships and networks at a 
local level between government departments, community organisations and local 
government. 

�  Provide further opportunities to learn about good examples of devolved practices 
and place based service delivery. 

�  Provide further seminars that highlight the learnings to date, with people 
presenting examples of their own work from which wider application can be made 
to other people’s/sectors’ work. 

Fun d in g  m odel s  and  s t r uc tu res  

The inadequacies in current funding models were a key issue throughout all AFV 
strategies. Inadequacies identified included: lack of flexibility both in funding models 
and in funding timelines, short-term funding, lack of realistic implementation timelines 
– often stemming from departmental needs to allocate and spend funding quickly; 
and a lack of capital funding. 

The need for greater flexibility in funding models and program guidelines was a 
central issue. Improved flexibility is urgently required to enable local communities and 
service providers to respond more effectively to the needs of people and to better 
support their wellbeing and the wellbeing of communities. In the area of community 
health, improved flexibility in funding models is required to better enable community 
health services (CHSs) to develop innovative ways of delivering better health 
outcomes for people in their communities and to resource their community 
strengthening role.  Services funded through HACC are very rigid in that we are 
funded to deliver a prescribed program in a prescribed manner.  The output is 
measured by numbers of patients and there is minimal flexibility to deviate from the 
funding model.  

Funding models also need to better support the objectives of AFV. This has been 
done effectively where, in the provision of eight additional community buses and 55 
HACC client transport vehicles, brokerage resources were made available to enable 
community sector organisations to integrate community buses with other transport 
options. In other areas, the AFV objectives have been undermined. For example, 
rather than promoting partnerships and enabling community strengthening, the 
funding attached with the Youth Homeless Plan required a four week turn-around. A 
central requirement for the funding was to develop collaborations. The timeframe 
excluded small organisations, who frequently have specialist expertise, from 
submitting a tender, as it was only larger community sector organisations that had 
the required resources to dedicate the required intensive work to demonstrate 
collaborative partners for the tender. Policy implementation and the subsequent 
funding timelines and planning need to enable the development of collaborations at 
the local level – this is particularly relevant in the context of promoting Indigenous 
wellbeing and in the implementation of the new Child, Youth and Families Act 2005. 
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Funding models also need to recognise the linkages across activities and that 
community strengthening is a core part of service delivery. In the community health 
area, the Bendigo Community Health Service (BCHS) Family Support team provides 
a ‘Young Pregnant and Parenting’ program to young women and their partners who 
are experiencing their first pregnancy. The young women participating in this 
program generally have few supports and, like many first-mums, little knowledge 
about babies. The program engages with them and their partners to inform, educate 
and support them through the pregnancy and after the birth. The program is built on 
a ‘peer model’ and young women have bend trained to provide mentoring support to 
newcomers to the group, which facilitates their independence and encourages them 
to further develop skills to parent their infants.  The program is not programmatically 
funded but has demonstrated capacity building in young women while enhancing 
their parenting skills. The program is also building capacity within the young parents 
network as the women maintain their involvement through mentoring other young 
women. 

Again in community health, community strengthening activities occur through BCHS’s 
Problem Gambling team and the activities they undertake with a range of local 
Indigenous groups. A current activity is a program that has been developed in 
response to a request from a local secondary college who have concerns for young 
women at the school affected by the gambling activities of a parent or carer. The 
initial engagement involved art work, and a subsequent activity involved a dance 
program to express their feelings about the impact of the gambling of their parent or 
carer.  The program is also a mentor program so as to develop resilience in the 
young women to deal with their challenging life circumstances.  The program is only 
possible because problem gambling is one of the few program areas that receives 
community education as a component of their funding. This is a preventative program 
at both the individual and community level. 

Further work is required to reduce the range and number of accountability 
requirements for funding. Many VCOSS members have to manage multiple 
accountability structures for government funding, with some having up to 21 separate 
requirements to the one department. Government departments need to reorganise 
their internal structures so that funding and accountability occurs through a single 
mechanism. In community health, up to five million in ‘flexible’ funding was 
introduced for delivering inbound and outreach home and community care services, 
where CHSs were able to move positions between these according to need. 
However, the only innovation was that the funding came in one lump, as CHSs still 
had the seven separate program accountability lines. 

Also of importance is the need for the Government to reduce its tight control over 
funding and provide more control at the local level, with local communities identifying 
needs and the most effective ways of responding. Such a process can occur where 
there is a clear central policy framework and the structures to enable effective 
planning and priority setting at the local level. The Transport Connections framework 
is a positive example of this, where good results were developed and implemented 
locally and integrated into the broader planning framework.  

Similarly, an early lesson from the Melbourne City Mission Braybrook/Maidstone 
Project has been the importance of acknowledging that current funding and planning 
platforms will result in contradictions and complexities that continue to challenge the 
objective and ability to ‘join-up’. This was particularly evident when the scoping 
paper, which was signed off by the Regional Management Forum, identified the need 
for a youth enterprise hub. An existing local facility required $150,000 to be 
refurbished so that it could be used for this purpose. Melbourne City Mission (MCM) 
agreed to contribute $50,000 and separate submissions were expected to be made 
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to DVC and DHS for $50,000 each. Melbourne City Mission suggested that a single 
submission could perhaps be made to DVC, given that the Project was a flagship 
DVC project, for $100,000, with DVC and DHS organising the internal government 
administration requirements. This discussion began in October 2006. MCM submitted 
the relevant paper work prior to Christmas and have been advised that DVC is not 
able to consider the request until April this year. Such processes significantly 
undermine the work and progress at the local level. Where the local governance and 
planning is established, government funding needs to flow in a timely way to the 
identified priorities, rather than communities being expected to ‘jump through the old 
hoops’ as one organisation noted. Such a step requires government departments to 
deinstitutionalise processes: to reduce the ‘red tape’ for communities. 

Longer-term funding is also required in recognition that people, families and 
communities require a sustained and ongoing commitment if real change is to occur. 
To promote the wellbeing of both Indigenous communities and vulnerable children 
and families, long-term, sustained supports are required. Such approaches can be 
undermined when funding may time-limited or restricted to three years. For children 
and young people in care, time limited direct education support particularly 
undermines the steps forward by a child or young person that this support can 
enable. In the area of energy policy, ongoing funding has enabled VCOSS to 
facilitate the involvement of a range of community services organisations in medium 
term processes around energy policy, and itself act as a community advocate in a 
number of lengthy projects such as the development of the National Energy Market 
framework and the Advanced Metering Infrastructure project. 

Go vernanc e 

‘… new forms of governance arrangements are going to be required, 
particularly when dealing with matters that require integrated responses from 
across the agencies of government and non-government organisations.’ 

   Tony Nicholson, CEO, Brotherhood of St Laurence 

New forms of governance are required at the local level to enable improved ways of 
working by both government and the community sector. It is evident from across the 
AFV initiatives that new governance structures, both vertically and horizontally, are 
required to build the capacity of both government and the community sector to work 
in new ways so as to deliver improved outcomes for communities. The emerging 
patterns or forms of governance are ‘multi-level rather than specifically local, and in 
which the vertical element drives the local, horizontal action.’31 

These local governance arrangements or structures have been identified as one of 
‘the four key elements in connecting higher levels of government to the local level in 
such a way that service delivery is improved, resources are used more flexibly and 
local residents have a say in decision making.’32 

‘[New local governance arrangements or structures will need to ensure the 
creation or reinforcement of horizontal connections, networks and local 
decision making committee structures that are given some formal mandate…’ 

                                                
31 M Geddes, Limits to local governance, Presentation at the Centre for Public Policy, 
University of Melbourne seminar, 19 September 2003. 
32 H Raysmith, Keynote address, VCOSS Implementing a fairer Victoria seminar – 
Connecting people and place: translating whole of government at the local level, VCOSS, 12 
December 2006, p.1. 
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      Adjunct Professor Hayden Raysmith 

Network governance is a sound model for developing new governance arrangements 
at the local level. “Network governance … involves multiple public and private actors 
collaborating in some way to further key social, environmental and economic 
concerns.”33 New forms of network governance ’offer a stronger model of local public 
administration because they have an ability to: 

�  Respond flexibly to local conditions, 
�  Achieve lower regulatory costs by stimulating collective action, 
�  Reduce transaction costs associated with fragmented service delivery, and  
�  Increase legitimacy through increased participation in decision making.”34 
These new forms of network governance involve five elements: partnerships, a focus 
on place-based initiatives, the intention to promote participation and inclusion, the 
willingness to decentralise public services, and a plan to enhance local economic 
competitiveness.”35 

There are a range of complex factors to negotiate in determining the best 
governance arrangements. As a starting point, it is important to recognise that there 
is, generally, never a Greenfield site – there are a range of existing community 
groups, projects and organisations that it is important to work alongside and with in 
order to ensure that key system changes, such as increased youth employment, are 
achieved and that the focus is not just about achieving project outputs. It is also 
important to ensure that all stakeholders are ‘at the table’, and that there is clear and 
regular communication between each of the stakeholders. These will include local 
residents, community sector organisations, local government and relevant state 
government departments and agencies. Identify how to link into existing structures, 
so that requirements on stakeholders do not become onerous, particularly for local 
residents. Within each of these factors is it also important to recognise that resolving 
these issues will take significant time – there is no ‘quick fix’. Lastly, it is critical to 
acknowledge that one size does not fit all, and that governance structures need to be 
relevant to the local area 

These issues were highlighted in the Melbourne City Mission Braybrook / Maidstone 
Project where a central challenge has been to identify a suitable structure and 
governance arrangement to facilitate integrated planning and service delivery at the 
local level. The importance of doing the ‘ground work’ was recognised as a 
fundamental starting point. A scoping paper was developed with local young people, 
educators, service providers and state and local governments. This scoping paper 
detailed a range of factors, including the profile of young people based on key local 
data and the structural, familial and individual barriers to employment, education and 
training; and identified key priorities and issues. In ensuring that all stakeholders 
were a part of the Project, consideration was given to how to link into existing 
structures. It was identified that the existing Neighbourhood Renewal Steering Group 
could be linked to the governance structure for the Project and to other stakeholders 
as relevant. This ensured that local residents were not drawn into having to 

                                                
33 M Considine, Partnerships and collaborative advantage: Some reflections on new forms of 
network governance, Melbourne: Centre for Public Policy, University of Melbourne, Dec 2005, 
p.13. 
34 M Considine, Partnerships and collaborative advantage: Some reflections on new forms of 
network governance, Melbourne: Centre for Public Policy, University of Melbourne, Dec 2005, 
p.13. 
35 M Considine, Partnerships and collaborative advantage: Some reflections on new forms of 
network governance, Melbourne: Centre for Public Policy, University of Melbourne, Dec 2005, 
p.17. 



VCOSS A Fairer Victoria Community Sector Engagement Project - Final Report 

     

 
 
 
24 / 45 

participate in endless meetings and forums. In linking-in with existing structures it 
was recognised that it is important to maintain a focus on outcomes and to be clear 
that the Project is there to support the community. The process of undertaking these 
various steps and resolving the various issues that arose took approximately 12 
months. This time was essential to ensure local community ownership and to ensure 
the best structure for achieving the stated outcomes. One of the key learnings from 
this process is that local communities need a resource to both support and maintain 
partnership development, and then to develop and identify appropriate governance 
models. 

St ren g t hen i ng  the c apac i t y  o f  t he c ommu n i t y  s ec t o r  

‘The community sector is a core social institution contributing to the welfare, 
growth and cohesion of the Victorian community … The role of this sector is 
central to creating a fairer Victoria, a growing economy and ensuring greater 
participation by all Victorians.’36 

To deliver on the AFV priorities, particularly those with an inter-departmental and 
cross program emphasis, the capacity of the community sector needs to be 
enhanced. As highlighted in Wesley Mission’s recent paper,37 ‘increasing pressures 
threaten the capacity of the community sector to continue to deliver quality services 
and to strengthen social cohesion. Changes to the way services are to be delivered, 
increasing problems with the recruitment and retention of staff, increased compliance 
requirements, an ageing population and more complex client needs are all increasing 
pressure on the sector. These pressures are clearly evident in all community sector 
organisations engaged in the implementation of the AFV strategies. 

‘In advanced liberal democracies, the presence of a robust and diverse not for 
profit sector has been linked to high levels of civic engagement and social 
capital, which are important predictors of community wellbeing.’38 

A fairer Victoria provides an opportunity to play the Government’s social and 
economic policy objectives at centre stage by properly equipping community sector 
organisations to achieve Government policy objectives through the delivery of quality 
services and supports to the Victorian community. The community sector plays a 
significant role in supporting and enabling social support, networks and opportunities 
for participation. 

Enhanced capacity will enable the community sector to more effectively apply ‘whole 
of community sector’ approaches to policy and program development, service 
delivery arrangements and evaluation processes.  

This strengthening of the community sector will enhance partnering between the 
State Government and the community sector through a variety of high level, regional 
and program-specific partnerships. It will also enable and strengthen existing 
collaboration between sector organisations. Such steps are particularly relevant 
around the implementation of the new children’s reforms and the relevant 
partnerships between DHS and funded organisations. 

Victoria is not the only place where the sustainability of the community sector has 
been identified as a key issue. For example, in the United Kingdom, Demos has 

                                                
36 Wesley Mission, Ensuring the sustainability of Victoria’s third sector: An issues and 
proposal paper, Wesley Mission, July 2006, p.1. 
37 … ; see this paper for a fuller discussion of key issues for strengthening the capacity of 
community sector organisations. 
38 J Barraket, Community sector sustainability: Research evidence and public policy 
implications, Paper prepared for the Sector Sustainability Task Group, VCOSS, August 2006. 
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identified that the sustainability of the community sector encompasses the three key 
conditions that need to be fostered to enable community sector organisations to 
undertake successful capacity-building work, both with individuals and with 
communities:39 

1. Longevity – the importance of community organisations being able to remain 
in an area over a period of years.  

2. Leadership – inclusive approaches by both the formal and informal leaders of 
a community is required.  

3. Leverage – leverage on financial resources and learning opportunities, 
generated through positive relationships and networks. 

 

The Strengthening Community Organisations Project (SCOP) announced in AFV is a 
key opportunity for both the Government and the community sector to work together 
to develop a broader policy framework to strengthen community organisations, and in 
doing so, better support Victorian communities. The objective of SCOP ‘to develop a 
strategic approach to improving the capacity of the community sector and plan for the 
key challenges for … sector sustainability and growth over the next ten years’ 
provides an important mechanism through which to ensure that community 
organisations are better able to contribute to reducing disadvantage and promoting 
wellbeing in Victorian communities. VCOSS views that a crucial outcome from SCOP 
will be the building of a strategic vision for the community sector that is shared by 
both government and the sector. Achievement of the specific AFV strategies and the 
broader objective of reducing disadvantage and promoting wellbeing will not be 
progressed unless this shared strategic vision is achieved. 

Three key learnings from AFV strategies should inform the progression of SCOP: 

1. The need to support effective governance models that both meet the missions 
of community sector organisations and the requirements of government; 

2. The importance of acknowledging and supporting the role and ability of small 
community sector organisations to effectively engage their local communities 
and address disadvantage in a holistic way at the local level; and 

3. The importance of engaging VCOSS as the cross-sector peak around 
developing a whole of sector understanding and commitment – this in turn will 
deliver the longevity and leadership required to meet the challenges of the 
future; 

Also of relevance to SCOP will be the Futures process that VCOSS is hosting in 
conjunction with Swinburne University. This process will examine issues around the 
sustainability of the community sector and will be an opportunity for sector leaders to 
further consolidate and develop their thinking around the actions required to ensure a 
sustainable community sector. 

                                                
39 T Bentley, H McCarthy & M Mean, Inside out: Rethinking inclusive communities, Demos, 
2003. 
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FUTURE POL ICY SPECIFIC PRIORITIES  

 

The following priorities were identified as being areas which will strengthen the A 
Fairer Victoria framework overall and better address disadvantage and promote 
wellbeing in Victoria. 

Heal t h  an d  Eq u i t y  Framew ork   

Health inequalities continue to persist in Victoria. A broad health and equity 
framework, based on the social model of health, is required to better address the 
determinants of poor health outcomes and ensure the improved social and economic 
wellbeing of all Victorians and the broader community. 

A Health and Equity Framework would provide an effective whole of government 
framework to guide all government planning and decision making to ensure that 
actions taken across government promote health equity. It is not sufficient to focus 
solely on health services, but consider the broader factors that impact on health and 
wellbeing such as: education level, availability of transport, and employment. 

An increased focus on prevention and early intervention supports at the primary end 
of the system needs to be an integral component of any health and equity framework. 

Imp ro ved  ear l y  i n t er ven t i on  s er v i c es  and  s u pp o r t s  

Children, young people and families 
To support their wellbeing, children, young people and families need to be able to 
access high quality services when they need them across the prevention-early 
intervention-secondary-tertiary service continuum. Services also need to be tailored 
to respond to their varying needs. 

Indigenous children, young people and families 
Indigenous children and young people are one of the most disadvantaged groups in 
Victoria, experiencing significant multi-layered disadvantage across all measures of 
wellbeing. 

Addressing this disadvantage in a holistic way is of fundamental importance when 
developing policies and programs to promote the wellbeing of Indigenous children, 
young people and families, and ensure their economic and social participation in the 
Victorian community. In doing so, it is essential to use approaches that are rights 
based, culture based and strengths based, and incorporate healing into all elements. 

Currently, the Aboriginal child and family services system is still primarily focused on 
the tertiary end of the spectrum. This is evident in that there is: 

�  An under representation of Aboriginal children, young people and families in 
universal and preventative services, including family services; 

�  A paucity of service responses for older children and young adolescents; 
�  A paucity of therapeutic services to assist vulnerable Aboriginal families; and 
�  A service system that is unable to meet the specific needs of Aboriginal children, 

young people, and families; with a lack of sufficient Aboriginal-specific family 
services and culturally responsive generalist (mainstream) services. 
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Further action is required to better support and promote the wellbeing of Victoria’s 
Indigenous children, young people, families and communities. Policy and program 
responses for Indigenous children, young people and families must be based on a 
healing framework and require an increased emphasis on universal and early 
intervention/primary support services. 

To respond to this need effectively, the Government needs to build on the investment 
in the six priority areas for action identified within its Indigenous Affairs Framework. 
Further investment is required in targeted approaches in all support services across 
the service continuum due to the scale and extent of the multi-layered disadvantage 
Indigenous children, young people and families’ experience. 

To increase support that promotes healthy families, action needs to be taken in the 
following areas: 

�  To build and expand the capacity of Aboriginal organisations to meet the complex 
needs of their communities and to resource their partnerships with generalist 
organisations, a review of funding models for Indigenous services and 
organisations should be undertaken to ensure funding more appropriately reflects 
the specific experience of Indigenous children, young people and families and the 
specific issues experienced by Aboriginal-controlled organisations. The following 
issues should be addressed in the review and appropriate actions taken:   
�  The selection criteria for funding should be altered to remove the current 

emphasis on population size and consider the level of need in communities. 
Currently, some Indigenous communities are not receiving support because 
the population size of the community in which they live is considered too 
small. 

�  Funding should only go to a non-Indigenous organisation to work with 
Indigenous peoples and communities if the organisation employs a minimum 
of two Aboriginal people and has a formal relationship with local Aboriginal-
controlled organisation(s). 

�  Funding for Aboriginal-controlled organisations should be equivalent to or 
greater than funding for non-Indigenous organisations. 

�  A higher weighting should be included for funding for infrastructure of 
Aboriginal-controlled organisations. 

�  Where funding comes from the existing resource base, this is to be 
negotiated through a tripartite arrangement with the relevant department, 
community sector organisations and Aboriginal-controlled organisations. 

�  Providing culturally appropriate pre- and post-natal support to Aboriginal women, 
using the shared care model developed in partnership by the Victorian Aboriginal 
Health Service and the Royal Women’s Hospital as a starting point for a 
statewide model. 

�  Increasing the number of Indigenous children participating in four-year old 
kindergarten to better ensure that Indigenous children have the same learning 
opportunities as non-Indigenous children. 

�  Increasing the availability of Aboriginal-specific early intervention family support 
services delivered through both Aboriginal-controlled and generalist (mainstream) 
organisations.  

�  Establishing Aboriginal-specific early intervention youth support services across 
Victoria, particularly counselling and casework services, to better enable all 
Aboriginal young people to achieve their potential. 
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The Government also needs to proactively respond to the key recommendations 
outlined in A Fairer Victoria for Indigenous Victorians: A plan for action, as developed 
by the Victorian Aboriginal peak and statewide organisations. 

Children and families 
To best support and promote the wellbeing of children and their families, services 
need to be integrated with strong linkages across all service types, from universal 
services such as maternal and child health, playgroups, childcare, kindergarten, child 
primary health services through to specialist early intervention services, such as 
services for children with a disability.  

Timely access to early intervention services is also critical for the wellbeing of 
children and their families. Currently, this access continues to be limited, with 
children facing long waiting lists for paediatric allied health and counselling services 
and for specialist early intervention services; and families experiencing high levels of 
unmet need for family support services. In communities facing an uncertain future, 
especially those facing ongoing water shortages and those struggling to cover their 
household expenses in a phase of increasing interest rates and general cost 
increases, the pressures on families mount up and the need for early intervention 
support becomes paramount. 

The Early Years Priority Area clearly identified the need for further investment and 
changes in both funding models and ways of working to ensure both improved 
access to universal and early intervention services, and better integration across the 
service system.  

Young people 
Adolescence and young adulthood are critical stages for emotional, social and 
physical growth and development, including brain development. It is a time during 
which young people can be particularly vulnerable and require timely and integrated 
support to ensure that they are able to reach their potential and participate socially 
and economically in the community. 

As in the early years, adolescence is also a period where the brain undergoes key 
developmental stages. Significant connections and remodelling occurs in the frontal 
lobe, the area of the brain responsible for a range of functions including coordinating 
behaviour, impulse control, decision-making, judgement, planning and other higher 
order cognitive functions. Much of this remodelling is influenced by a young person’s 
experiences. 

This highlights the importance of young people being able to access supports when 
there are issues that may negatively impact on this development process. A young 
person’s capacity to participate in education, training and/or employment is clearly 
linked to the development of their brains and will impact on their futures in the longer-
term. 

Research undertaken by VCOSS and the Youth Affairs Council of Victoria (YACVic)41 
– which formed the focus of the work in the Young People Priority Area - highlighted 
that one of the most significant gaps in youth support services was in the availability 
of psycho-social counselling services and early intervention to secondary level 
mental health support services. 

To effectively respond to the needs of young people, the following actions are 
required: 

                                                
41 J Rose & C Atkins, Who’s carrying the can? A report into youth services gaps in Victoria, 
VCOSS & YACVic, September 2006. 
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�  Develop and invest in a locally-based integrated and comprehensive youth 
services system in Victoria that is structured along a prevention – early 
intervention – secondary – tertiary service continuum. 

�  Ensure targeted resources are available to provide mental health support at the 
early intervention and secondary (Tier 1 and Tier 2) levels of the service system. 

�  Develop and invest in coordinated and targeted programs for vulnerable 
Indigenous young people from 12 years to adulthood. 

 

Mental health 
Mental health problems and mental illness are a major cause of poor health in 
Victorian, with more than one in five adults affected by mental illness at some point in 
their life. 

To be most effective, it is critical that mental health services are available when 
people need them. The evidence demonstrates that when community-based mental 
health services provide timely, early intervention support, the identification of mental 
illness is improved and effective management made possible.  

However, timely support for Victorians with a mental health problem is rarely 
available, with waiting lists for early intervention, community-based mental health 
services of up to two years being common, and demand is increasing. The demand 
for early intervention mental health support will escalate with the current bushfires 
and drought in Victoria 

Community-based mental health services need to be increased, particularly at early 
intervention end of system. There is a specific need for locally-based, youth specific 
early intervention mental health services (or Tier one services). Such an approach is 
reinforced in the recent report prepared by Boston Consulting for the Department of 
Premier and Cabinet, Improving mental health outcomes in Victoria: The next wave 
of reform. This report notes that services at this level can deliver significant economic 
and social outcomes. 

As recommended by the Mental Health Council of Australia and the Human Rights 
and Equal Opportunity Commission in their report, Not for Service, increased 
investment in community-based mental health services is urgently required to better 
meet the needs of Victorians with a mental health issue. 

Hous i ng  af fo r dab i l i t y  

The increasing lack of affordability of housing in Victoria is an enduring problem that 
requires serious attention. More than 210,000 low-middle income Victorian families 
currently pay more than 30 per cent of their income in housing costs, most in private 
rental market.  

This problem will be exacerbated in 2007-08 as a consequence of tight vacancy 
rates. 

In addition to causing hardship, health problems and family breakdown, the housing 
affordability problem is also an economic issue. Currently, low paid workers cannot 
afford to live near available jobs. Consequently, labour shortages in low paid sectors 
continue despite endemic long-term unemployment in the communities with limited 
access to jobs where housing is most affordable. 

Strategies are urgently needed to create affordable housing opportunities that are 
located near jobs and services. 
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Building strong communities requires a more robust commitment to ensuring decent 
housing outcomes for low income households than has been progressed to date. 

VCOSS notes that cuts to stamp duty – that deliver benefits to households with 
greater resources than those in housing crisis – are significantly more generous than 
resources committed for public and community housing.  

According to recent research, the share of first home owner grants taken up by the 
poorest 50 per cent of households is only 8.8 per cent.  Assuming 100 per cent of the 
benefit of public and community housing accrues to this group, VCOSS calculations 
reveal that only 18 per cent of the total benefit of the combined home ownership and 
affordable housing commitments in Labor’s policy will accrue to the 50 per cent of 
Victorians in most need of assistance. Dividing benefit more evenly – to deliver 50 
per cent to the poorest half of the community - would require public and community 
housing spending to increase to an annual commitment of $90 million.    

In addition to investing in new housing, attention is also needed to upgrade or 
replace ageing public housing stock. The upgrade programs undertaken in the 
previous two terms have demonstrated the positive impact on community wellbeing – 
and the reduced cost of maintenance – that follows from improving the quality of 
public housing. 

Ad d res s i ng  t he s o c i al  impac ts  o f  c l i mate c hange  

In the last couple of years, the reality of climate change and its devastating impacts 
on low income and vulnerable communities have become impossible to ignore. 
Prolonged drought, massive fires and extreme weather events, including cyclones 
and hailstorms, have escalated the risks posed to communities from the natural 
environment.  

As these issues increasingly command the attention of policy makers, low income 
and vulnerable communities face further risk from policy measures developed on the 
run that do not take account of their needs.  

While low income Victorians are poorly placed to impact on reducing carbon 
emissions and invest in domestic water and power efficiency measures, it will be 
these communities who will bear the brunt of economic and social impacts over time, 
and therefore the role of Government to plan and develop strategies to assist all 
members of our community towards a more sustainable society. 

VCOSS recommends that the Government support low income Victorians to secure 
their essential access to affordable power and water, while encouraging energy and 
water conservation through targeted programs that includes:  

�  Implementation of a Victorian Energy Efficiency Target to require energy retailers 
to help families cut power bills, but ensure that low income and vulnerable 
households are assisted with targeted measures that take their financial and 
household circumstances fully into account   

�  An enhanced appliance upgrade program especially for low income households, 
including tenants, using a cross-government approach that builds upon the 
existing Energy Taskforce Program 

�  An expanded and reformed Capital Grants Scheme for appliance upgrades, and 
�  A stronger concession framework to assist low income households meet costs 

that they cannot control. This includes expansion of the winter energy concession 
to all-year round. 
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Ac c es s  to  es s en t i al  energ y  and  w ater  

Rebates for households purchasing energy and water efficient appliances and 
fixtures are inaccessible to low-income households who cannot afford the up-front 
cost. A voucher or discount program would be more appropriate for concession 
households. 

Recent initiatives to assist energy customers in hardship have been welcome and 
should have a significant positive impact. However there is still considerable 
uncertainty as to what will happen when the consumer safety net expires and price 
regulation is removed. Additionally, a similar hardship framework is needed for water 
customers, as there is significant geographic inequity regarding prices as well as 
hardship entitlements. 

The retention of a regulated safety-net tariff based on pricing principles that 
recognise the need for an affordable supply of essential energy is necessary to avoid 
future price shocks for low-income households. 

A new electricity concession for the non-winter months will significantly improve 
affordability for vulnerable households and more accurately reflect changing patterns 
of energy use. However this will have an overall negative impact on the most 
disadvantaged households (and increase rural and regional inequity) if the existing 
Winter Energy and Off-Peak concessions are not retained as they are. 

A new water concession for large households is urgently needed to offset the impact 
of inclining block tariffs.  

Mo n i t o r i ng  an d  res pon d in g  t o  t he i mpac ts  o f  t he pu n i t i ve 
Federal  po l i c y  c o n tex t  r egard i ng  w el fare.  

There is an evident lack of investment by the Commonwealth Government in policies 
and programs which provide real support for social security recipients to ‘participate’ 
in the workforce, and which address the multiple structural barriers which prevent 
many from gaining and retaining paid employment. Further, the Commonwealth’s 
punitive ‘mutual obligation’ approach places often onerous compulsion on vulnerable 
members of the community - with heavy penalties for ‘participation failure’ - without 
requiring industry or government to fulfil their obligations towards enabling greater 
workforce participation. 

VCOSS applauds the Victorian Government’s focus on economic participation in the 
COAG National Reform Agenda. There are significant opportunities through this 
initiative for engaging and supporting low income and disadvantaged Victorians. The 
community sector is well placed to play a central role in assisting Victorians who are 
excluded from the labour market, through facilitating education and training 
opportunities, advising on specialist labour market programs for particular groups 
such as people with disability, chronic or psychiatric illness, and working to improve 
the availability and accessibility of affordable childcare and public transport. 
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VCOSS A FAIRER VICTORIA COMMUNITY SECTOR 
ENGAGEMENT PROJ ECT OVERVIEW 

Con tex t  

A Fairer Victoria, launched in April 2005, is the Victorian Government’s action plan to 
address disadvantage and increase opportunities for all in Victoria: 

‘Through the actions outlined in A Fairer Victoria, we aim to put in place an 
effective, long-term approach to making sure that all Victorians – whoever 
they are and wherever they live – can contribute to the challenge of building a 
fair and prosperous Victoria.’ 

Deputy Premier of Victoria, 200542 

 

A Fairer Victoria commits the Victorian Government to five objectives: 

1. Access to universal services 
2. Reducing barriers to opportunity 
3. Support for disadvantaged groups 
4. Support for disadvantaged places 
5. Making it easier to work with Government. 

 

VCOSS welcomed the A Fairer Victoria framework. VCOSS sees the AFV framework 
as a clear step by the Victorian Government to build a solid foundation to reduce 
disadvantage in our prosperous state. A Fairer Victoria is demonstrably about new 
ways of shaping and delivering services in ways that both better respond to the 
needs of and strengthens the resilience of communities. The strategies included in A 
Fairer Victoria encompass funding for strong and enduring actions to reduce 
disadvantage and promote opportunities, as well actions to change and strengthen 
ways of working so as to better support Victorians and their communities. VCOSS 
applauded the recognition by the Government that a long-term approach is required, 
evident when the Premier said in both 2005 and 2006 that AFV represents a ten year 
commitment by the Government to addressing disadvantage and creating 
opportunities.  

VCOSS sees the AFV framework has also having very clear links to the 
Government’s overarching strategic directions outlined in Growing Victoria Together: 
A vision for Victoria to 2010 and Beyond (GVT). VCOSS believes that both AFV and 
GVT establish a strong platform to move forward from in working towards a more 
sustainable Victoria for all Victorians. 

“The basic test of the success of an economy is the wellbeing of its people.” 

Adam Smith43 

VCOSS believes that the A Fairer Victoria framework is a strong framework that 
requires ongoing and proactive development. While the Victorian Government’s 
Economic Statement focuses on economic sustainability, the focus of AFV is on 
social sustainability. To promote and achieve a strong and prosperous Victoria for all 

                                                
42 A Fairer Victoria: Creating opportunities and addressing disadvantage, p. 
43 In A just and sustainable Australia, The Australian Collaboration & ACOSS, 2001,p.6. 
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Victorians, ensuring an equal focus on social, economic, cultural and environmental 
sustainability is key.  

“If growth does not provide properly for the well-being of all Australians, if it 
does not contribute to the solution of existing social, cultural and 
environmental problems, if it increases disadvantage, produces new 
inequities, and further despoils the environment, then it not only causes pain 
and hardship to those affected but also undermines the fabric of the society 
and the future potential of the economy”.44 

The Victorian Government needs to ensure the ongoing development of the AFV 
framework through both incorporating additional strategies and continuing and 
reinforcing the work around achieving existing strategies to ensure the sustainability 
of Victoria. It is unrealistic to expect key strategies to be achieved in a brief one to 
two year period. Many of the strategies, particularly those focused on ‘ways of 
working’ – such as making it easier to work with government, ensuring services are 
more localised, coordinated and relevant to communities; and promoting joined-up / 
whole of government and whole of sector collaboration to improve responsiveness to 
communities, require significant cultural and systems change. Such change requires 
an ongoing, long term commitment. Similar to the Government’s Economic 
Statement, AFV – as the action areas of the Government’s Social Policy Statement – 
requires ongoing and proactive development. 

 In A Fairer Victoria, the Victorian Government has a sound stand alone framework 
through which to coordinate whole of government actions to address disadvantage 
and promote wellbeing. As a framework, AFV provides an emphasis and a focus for 
both policy and program actions across government. 

Bac k g ro un d  

In recognition of the central importance of the Victorian Government’s A Fairer 
Victoria framework and the opportunities that such a policy framework provides, 
VCOSS identified the need to actively engage the community sector in its ongoing 
implementation and further development. VCOSS appreciated that to deliver on the 
range of AFV strategies, integrated government action alongside close collaboration 
with local governments and community sector organisations was required.  As the 
frontline in addressing disadvantage and promoting community wellbeing, the 
community sector – large and small – has a significant and ongoing role to play. 

To strengthen and facilitate the both the role of community sector organisations in the 
implementation of the AFV strategies and their ownership of the strategies, VCOSS 
committed to a 12 month project. The Project recognised that the community sector 
is a key source of in-depth knowledge and experience of the practices and projects 
that work well to both address and reduce disadvantage and promote wellbeing in 
Victoria, and the potential shortfalls and inadequacies that may undermine the AFV 
objectives.  

St ruc tu re 

The VCOSS A Fairer Victoria Community Sector Engagement Project (AFV Sector 
Engagement Project) was a twelve month project funded by the Department for 
Victorian Communities (DVC). The key focus of the AFV Sector Project was to: 

                                                
44 D Yencken & L Porter, A just and sustainable Australia, The Australian Collaboration & 
ACOSS, 2001,p.6. 



VCOSS A Fairer Victoria Community Sector Engagement Project - Final Report 

     

 
 
 
34 / 45 

�  Engage the Victorian community sector, including peaks and large, medium and 
small organisations, around the implementation of the A Fairer Victoria strategies;  

�  Promote ownership by the Victorian community sector of the A Fairer Victoria 
strategies; and 

�  Enable community sector organisations and senior departmental staff to engage 
together around key implementation issues. 

 

The engagement of the community sector occurred through three main avenues:  

1. Four seminars 
Four seminars were held to provide a forum for open and constructive 
dialogue between senior representatives from community sector 
organisations, state government departments, and local governments around 
a number of key issues, including: implementation successes and roadblocks; 
learnings to date and how these can inform ways forward; and issues and 
challenges in translating whole of government approaches to the local level. 

2. Seven Project Priority areas:  
The Project sought to develop strategic alliances that contribute to the 
broader implementation  of A Fairer Victoria by focusing on seven priority 
areas that were both important to the community sector and which better 
support the time and focus of the sector on critical whole of sector and whole 
of government processes. A range of engagement models were utilised 
across the Priority Areas to progress the key issues for each, using both new 
and established forums to effectively bring together diverse, cross-sectoral 
input. 

3. Broader work of VCOSS 
VCOSS integrated its work around the A Fairer Victoria strategies across our  
broader policy, sector development and advocacy work to demonstrate the 
clear linkages between the AFV strategies and the work of the community 
sector. 

 

An oversight group for the Project was established to provide a strategic point of 
contact between VCOSS and senior Government representatives to report on 
progress of each Priority Area, identify road-blocks and potential solutions, and to 
assist in progressing key issues that arise through-out the project. The Oversight 
group had senior representatives from: 

�  Victorian Council of Social Service (VCOSS) 
�  Department for Victorian Communities (DVC) 
�  Department of Human Services (DHS) 
�  Department of Premier and Cabinet (DPC) 

 
The VCOSS A Fairer Victoria – Community Sector Engagement Project was 
successful across a number of key areas: 

�  Assisted the Government to deliver on AFV commitments over the twelve month 
period; 

�  Contributed to improved cross-sector and inter-departmental relationships;  
�  Challenged and stimulated sector and government personnel to work differently; 
�  Added value to existing consultative and policy development mechanisms; 
�  Built capacity and knowledge within the community sector and within 

Government; and 
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�  Coordinated community sector input in identifying successes, roadblocks, 
learnings to date, and areas for future focus in AFV strategies; and 

�  Promoted sector ownership of the A Fairer Victoria strategies. 
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SEMINARS 

VCOSS held four seminars over the 12 month period to provide a forum for open and 
constructive dialogue between senior representatives from community sector 
organisations, state government departments, and local governments around a 
number of key issues that inform the achievement of the AFV strategies. These 
included: implementation successes and roadblocks; learnings to date and how 
these can inform ways forward; and issues and challenges in translating whole of 
government approaches to the local level. 

The focus of the seminars was on both the policy and program specific AFV 
strategies, and the broader strategies, including building stronger communities;  
making it easier to work with government, ensuring services are more localised, 
coordinated and relevant to communities; and promoting joined-up/whole of 
government and whole of sector to improve responsiveness to communities.  

The seminars provided a forum for robust discussions. The discussions and debates 
proved positive, and highlighted the ongoing need for dialogue both across the sector 
and between the community sector and government. Each seminar built on the 
discussion and thinking that occurred in the pervious seminar. 

There was broad participation in the seminars: 

�  Senior community sector representatives, including from peaks, large, medium 
and small service delivery organisations; 

�  Citizens who accessed community support services; and 
�  Senior government departmental officers from a range of departments, including 

DPC, DVC, DHS, DOI, DSE. 
 

Feedback from the seminars highlighted the value that was gained by both 
community sector, state government and local government representatives. A 
selection of comments as to what people valued from the seminars is provided 
below: 

“Great opportunity to link with government representatives and others in the 
sector [outside my own area], and a chance to hear different perspectives 
from both Government and the sector – loved the panel discussion.” 

“I learnt more about what was happening in other parts of the sector and how 
they are relevant to my own area.” 

“I liked the seating arrangements – it enabled me to meet and talk to folk I 
would maybe not have exchanged views with otherwise.” 

“It was very useful to hear the views of other sectors.” 

“The opportunity to meet and talk with people from the community sector and 
from government departments, to have conversations about the strengths and 
weaknesses of current practices, and ways forward.” 

 

“I enjoyed meeting people from both government and non-government 
organisations – it was interesting to hear how many still work in silos and are 
bogged down in ‘owning’ rather than in partnership.” 

“The Ministerial Advisory Committee for Victorian Communities is a great 
initiative. The Strong communities: Ways forward report is very exciting – it is 
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good to see practical recommendations for the whole of government and 
community to work together.”  

“it was good to refocus on the bigger picture and how our work sits within the 
A Fairer Victoria policy framework.” 

“Clear update about AFV and the successes of some implementation 
programs.” 

“Clarity about a possible future direction for Victoria.” 

“Paul’s [Linossier] presentation, picking a time in the future and then working 
toward it was very inspiring.” 

“There was a very good mix of speakers and they were very engaging – that 
was definitely a strong point.” 

 

“VCOSS again demonstrates its important role in bringing the parties together 
and resourcing the community to enter dialogue with Government. We need 
more sessions like this.” 

Foc us  and  ob jec t i ves  

Each of the seminars had a specific focus and key objectives. A common objective 
across each of the seminars was to strengthen both cross-sector and sector – 
government relationships. The presentations and subsequent small group 
discussions were focused on identifying better ways of working to achieve the A 
Fairer Victoria strategies. 

Each of the seminars included presentations from a variety of speakers designed to 
both engage people around the objectives and to promote and stimulate their 
thinking. VCOSS was fortunate to be able to draw on a speakers with a variety of 
backgrounds and expertise – each of the speakers provided a unique perspective as 
to the key issues of focus. 

To assist in participants’ preparation for the seminars, a selection of background 
readings were provided to inform and stimulate discussion on the day. The intention 
was that these background readings would provide a starting point, or ‘kick-off’ for 
discussions. 

 

3 March 2006 – Melbourne  

Implementing A Fairer Victoria 

Objectives 

�  Identify key issues to inform the focus of the work across the six priority areas 
that were the basis for the VCOSS A Fairer Victoria Community Sector 
Engagement Project: 
1.  Cross-government implementation the Victorian State Disability Plan 2002-

2012 
2.  Early years developmental opportunities: participation of children, particularly 

Indigenous children, in developmental and educational opportunities 
3.  Indigenous whole of sector strategic framework 
4.  Housing, homelessness and family violence 
5.  Integrated local transport networks 
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6.  Utilities – Fuel poverty 
�  Identify the opportunities, the successes, road-blocks and the gaps around the 

implementation of these six priority areas. 
 

Speakers 

�  Sue Clarke, CEO, Bendigo Community Health Services 
�  Tony Nicholson, CEO, Brotherhood of St Laurence 
�  Ben Rimmer, Director - Social Policy, Department of Premier and Cabinet 
 

Background readings 

�  VCOSS, Media Release: Building a solid social justice foundation for Victoria, 28 
April 2005, VCOSS. 

�  VCOSS, Social policy statement: A fairer Victoria – Report card: Is ‘A fairer 
Victoria’, a fair go?, 3 May 2005, VCOSS. 

  

4 May – Mel b o u r n e,  11 May – Ben al l a  

Yo u t h  Su p p o r t  Ser v i c es :  Wh o ’ s  Car r y i n g  t h e Can ?  

Joint seminars with the Youth Affairs Council of Victoria (YACVic) 

Objectives 

�  Further develop an evidence base of the gaps in youth support services. 
�  To highlight the impact of the lack of funded support roles on existing services 

and young people’s wellbeing. 
�  To identify solutions to address current youth support needs. 
 

Speakers – Melbourne 

�  Sally James, General Manager Community Management, Melbourne City 
Mission 

�  Michelle Marven, Advocate/Policy Analyst, Orygen Youth Health 
�  Bernie Cronin, Director Wyndham Services 
Speakers - Benalla 

�  Glen Stawiarski, CEO, North east Support and Action for Youth 
�  Alan Foster, Co-ordinator, Youth Services, City of Wodonga 
�  Lisa Gundish, Manager, North East Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service 
 

Background readings 

�  Department of Premier and Cabinet, A fairer Victoria: Creating opportunity and 
addressing disadvantage, State of Victoria, 2005. 
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12 September 2006 – Melbourne  

AFV Implementation learnings: Strengthening ways forward 

Objectives 

�  Explore the institutional and cultural barriers both within government and the 
community sector to the implementation of the AFV strategies. 

�  Explore where are the opportunities for improved whole of government and whole 
of sector working? 

�  Identify the road-blocks that prevent whole of government and whole of sector 
working? 

�  Explore where and what are the things working well, and how the learnings from 
these can be applied to other areas? 

Keynote Speakers 

�  The Hon. Joan Kirner, Chair, Ministerial Advisory Committee on Victorian 
Communities 

�  Paul Linossier, CEO, MacKillop Family Services 
Panel Memebers 

�  Jill Gallagher, CEO, Victorian Aboriginal Community Health Service (VACCHO) 
�  Geraldine Atkinson, President, Victorian Aboriginal Education Association Inc 

(VAEAI) 
�  Kellie Nagle, Coordinator, Collingwood Community Information Centre 
�  Monica Pfeffer, Director – Social Policy, Department of Human Services 
�  Tony Keenan, CEO, Hanover Welfare Services 
 

Background readings 

�  K Carson, Community, cohesive capital and caution: Keynote presentation to 
VCOSS Congress 2004 – Strategies for Equality and Inclusion, Opening Plenary 
– Community: Critical perspectives, VCOSS, Melbourne, 2004. 

�  J Chapman, System failure: Why governments must learn to think differently, 2nd 
edition, Demos, 2004. 

�  T Bentley, H McCarthy & M Mean, Inside out: Rethinking inclusive communities, 
Demos, 2003. 

 

12 December 2006 

Addressing disadvantage at the local level: Translating whole of government  

Objectives 

�  To explore the role of community sector organisations in local area planning, and 
how this can best work at the local level.  

�  To provide a forum for open and constructive dialogue across sector 
organisations and across sectors as to how they can best work together. 

�  To explore the connections between the inclusive and sophisticated work around 
people and place policy and programs. 

 

Keynote Speaker 

�  Adjunct Professor Hayden Raysmith 
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Panel Members 

�  Sally James, General Manager Community Management, Melbourne City 
Mission 

�  Merial Clarke, CEO, Association of Neighbourhood Houses and Learning Centres 
 

Background readings 

�  T Bentley & J Wilsdon, Eds, The Adaptive State: Strategies for personalizing the 
public realm (introduction only), Demos, 2003. 

�  J Wiseman, Local Heroes? Learning from recent community strengthening 
initiatives in Victoria, Australian Journal of Public Administration, 65(2), 95-107: 
June 2006. 

�  M Considine, Partnerships and collaborative advantage: Some reflections on new 
forms of network governance, Centre for Public Policy, Dec 2005. 

 

      

 



VCOSS A Fairer Victoria Community Sector Engagement Project - Final Report 

     

 
 
 
41 / 45 

PRIORITY AREAS 

The Project sought to develop strategic alliances that contributed to the broader 
implementation of A Fairer Victoria by focusing on seven priority areas that both were 
important to the community sector and which better supported the time and focus of 
the sector on critical whole of sector and whole of government processes. 

The VCOSS Peaks and Statewide Networks Forum and the VCOSS Board identified 
an initial six priority areas in July 2005, following the first VCOSS seminar exploring 
the implementation of the AFV strategies in June. It was agreed that a focus on some 
specific areas would more effectively identify and report on effective strategies to 
address disadvantage and achieve positive outcomes within a whole of government 
and whole of sector framework. At the VCOSS Implementing A Fairer Victoria forum 
on 3 March 2006, it was agreed that young people should be the focus of a seventh 
priority area.  

The seven priority areas identified were: 

1. Cross-government implementation of the State Disability Plan 2002-2012 

2. Early years developmental opportunities 

3. Indigenous whole of sector strategic framework 

4. Housing, homelessness and family violence 

5. Integrated local transport networks 

6. Utilities – Fuel poverty 

7. Young people 

 

The seven priority areas were chosen as together they: 

�  ensure coverage of a range of community sector areas and different government 
departments;  

�  develop responses to different forms of disadvantage - place based, population 
group and structural disadvantage;  

�  encompass different levels of government (Federal, State and Local); and,  
�  include particular and unique concerns faced by rural and regional communities.  
 

Each of the seven priority areas included the needs of individuals and families who 
experience mental health issues. This approach was taken to assist in ensuring that 
a whole of government approach to providing appropriate service and program 
responses within the metal health and broader health and community service 
systems. This is imperative as those individuals and families confronting mental 
health issues are often the most vulnerable and disadvantaged members of our 
communities. 

The areas of focus within each of the AFV Project Priority Areas was influenced by 
the release of AFV: The next steps in May 2006. This ensured that the work 
undertaken was relevant to the ongoing work of both the sector and the Government.  

 
A range of engagement models were utilised across the seven AFV Project Priority 
Areas to progress the key issues for each. These included: 
�  Formal working group meetings; 
�  Other VCOSS meetings convened as required to discuss specific issues; 
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�  Liaison and presentations regarding key issues; 
�  Individual meetings with key sector representatives; 
�  Circulating documents and requesting comments and input; and 
�  Consultation with sector and State Government departmental reprsentatives 

regarding issues arising. 
thinking about what can we learn about what works and apply it to solving the 
problem of health inequalities 

The key concept within appreciative inquiry of focusing on identifying and building on 
what works was a core methodology incorporated across the work of each of the 
Priority Areas. This was evident in the questions around which the work in each 
Priority Area was structured.  

The activity in each Priority Area was dependent on both sector organisations’ 
priorities and a range of external factors, for example the release of State 
Government reports. 

The work in each of the Priority Areas was focused around five key questions: 

1. Where and what are the successes (things that are progressing effectively) in the 
implementation of AFV Strategy 1? [Successes in implementation] 

2. What are the roadblocks or obstacles to the implementation of AFV Strategy 1? 
[Roadblocks or obstacles in implementation] 

3. What are the key learnings from implementation to date – both the successes 
and the roadblocks or obstacles [Key learnings from implementation] 

4. How can we strengthen the implementation of AFV Strategy 1? [How to 
strengthen implementation] 

5. How can we better address disadvantage in Victoria, particularly in relation to the 
early years? [Future priorities or actions to address disadvantage] 

A summary overview of the activities and focus of each of the priority areas is 
provided below. The individual reports for each of the priority areas are provided as 
an appendix.  

 
Ear l y  Year s  

A specific Working Group was convened with representatives from a broad range of 
both peaks and service delivery organisations and other key stakeholders that had 
significant expertise and knowledge of early years policy and practice in Victoria. 
Professor Don Edgar was Chair of the Working Group. Professor Edgar brought 
significant expertise an understanding of key issues across early years and their 
relationship and linkages to other areas of social and economic policy. The Working 
Group met regularly over the twelve month period.  

A significant focus of the discussions was the proposed Statewide Plan for Children, 
and the importance of it providing an integrated and comprehensive framework for a 
whole of government approach to promoting and supporting the wellbeing of 
Victoria’s children. Other priorities identified included a need to strengthen 
mainstream organisations’ responses to ensure they provide culturally sensitive 
practice to meet the specific needs of Indigenous children; the need for an increased 
focus on early intervention services incorporating a strengths-based approach; and 
the urgent need for improved integration across early intervention, secondary and 
tertiary services 
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The Working Group members noted the value in a range of cross-sector 
organisations coming together to discuss common issues. 

 

Yo u n g  Peo p l e 

An initial two meetings of key sector peaks and service delivery organisations 
working in the area of young people identified that the AFV strategies would not be 
achieved without generalist youth support services. 

In response to this, work for the Young People Priority Area focused on the VCOSS – 
Youth Affairs Council of Victoria (YACVic) joint Who’s Carrying the Can project. This 
project produced the report, Who’s carrying the can? A report into youth service gaps 
in Victoria. The report collated a range of evidence around the gaps in generalist 
youth support services in Victoria and the impacts of these gaps on both young 
people and existing youth service providers. The report includes a number of specific 
recommendations which are aimed at improving the life chances of all young people 
in Victoria, including:  

�  Developing and investing in an integrated, locally-based service system 
structured along a prevention – early intervention – secondary and tertiary service 
continuum. 

�  Resourcing more generalist youth support positions and services across Victoria. 
�  Enabling local planning processes and structures at the local government level. 
�  Providing more early intervention and secondary level mental health services. 
�  Establishing mechanisms to improve collaboration across the youth and 

community sectors and across government. 
A copy of the report is attached. 

 

Tr an s p o r t  

This work was integrated as part of the ongoing work of VCOSS around transport 
disadvantage. The focus of the work was on identifying transport options, including 
improved community transport. 

Consultations and discussions were held with a range of sector organisations, 
government departments and local governments. The work incorporated a strong 
focus on the transport disadvantage experienced by Victorians living in rural and 
regional areas. 

 

In d i g en o u s  

There was significant progress achieved in the work of this Priority Area. 

VCOSS hosted a roundtable discussion on 9 June 2006 with the CEOs and 
Presidents of the following Aboriginal controlled peak and statewide organisations: 

�  Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency (VACCA) 
�  Victorian Aboriginal Community Services Association Ltd (VACSAL) 
�  Victorian Aboriginal Controlled Community Health Organisation (VACCHO) 
�  Victorian Aboriginal Education Association Inc (VAEAI) 
�  Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service (VALS) 
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At this discussion, a range of priorities were identified, including the need to focus on 
both strengthening the capacity of Aboriginal-controlled organisations and improving 
the cultural practice of generalist/mainstream organisations. 

Through the facilitation of VCOSS, and as input into the VCOSS AFV Project, the 
Aboriginal statewide and peak organisations developed A framework for AFV 
Indigenous Victorians: A plan for action. The document outlines a framework for 
creating ‘A Fairer Victoria’ for Aboriginal communities, based on the key principles on 
which those organisations are founded. A copy of this is available on the VCOSS 
website and is attached. 

 
Di s ab i l i t y  

The work of this Priority Area further highlighted that reporting against the State 
Disability Plan by government departments was a key concern. 

A focused forum was held with disability peaks, service delivery and consumer 
organisations to identify key sector concerns around the implementation of the AFV 
strategies progressing State Disability Plan strategies ‘Strengthening Local 
Communities’ and ‘Making Public Services Accessible’, and to identify priorities going 
forward. 

Access to public transport was identified as a key area for ongoing work. While 
stakeholders acknowledged the significant investment towards improving public 
transport accessibility in the 2006-07 State Budget, they noted that this was not 
sufficient to enable the State Government to meet its Disability Discrimination Act 
compliance obligations by October 2007 as required. Consistency in service delivery 
both within and across modes of transport was identified as problematic, as was 
coordination across levels of government and between metropolitan and rural areas. 
VCOSS, in conjunction with the Disability Resource Centre, has received 
philanthropic funding to undertake an audit of public transport accessibility in 2007, 
which will further identify specific areas requiring attention. 

Improving access to the built environment was also a priority within the work of this 
area. Increasing the stock of accessible housing was highlighted as an urgent 
priority, with furthering the outcomes of the Accessible Housing Taskforce Report 
identified as an immediate way forward. The need for leadership to improve 
coordination across government departments was noted as necessary to achieve this 
goal.  

The forum also discussed the potential for the newly-established Office for Disability 
to further activity in some of the key areas of the State Disability Plan, particularly 
those requiring strong cross-departmental communication and management. It was 
suggested this may best be achieved by mandating the Office to have carriage of the 
State Plan. Participants clearly identified the need for the Office to be guided by a 
human rights framework and for its work to be informed through the active 
engagement of people with disabilities and the disability sector. 

 

Ho u s i n g , h o m el es s n es s  an d  f am i l y  v i o l en c e 

This priority area was initially structured to focus on family violence and the linkages 
to housing and homelessness. However, the context of considerable policy change 
within the family violence program meant it was not clearly apparent how VCOSS 
could add value to the discussions underway. The work in this Priority Area 
developed in two main ways. 
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Firstly, the focus on family violence was integrated into broader sector priorities 
around human service partnerships. As part of the Human Service Partnership 
Agreement, it was decided to pilot the evaluation of the partnership in a key sector 
area, structuring the evaluation as a learning and development exercise rather than a 
traditional evaluation process. The community sector as a whole identified family 
violence as an area where most whole of government activity regarding partnerships 
was occurring. The focus of this pilot to be undertaken in 2007 will be on the 
learnings about whole of government and whole of sector workings from this 
partnership, and how and where the partnership has contributed to, strengthened 
and/or undermined outcomes. 

The second area of work focused on broader issues around housing, with a strong 
focus on affordable housing. VCOSS worked to enhance existing forums for 
government and community sector dialogue and collaboration, including the 
Ministerial Housing Council and the Housing Justice Roundtable; as well as 
developing a strategic approach to working across housing, homelessness and 
broader community sector organisations. This strategic approach led to the formation 
of the Affordable Housing Alliance - Victoria, which aims to strengthen the advocacy 
collaboration on housing issues across the community sector.   

Through collaborative forums and VCOSS advocacy on housing issues, VCOSS also 
worked to influence the government discussions in 2006 of whole of government 
approaches to addressing housing affordability. 

 

Ut i l i t i es  

Any significant progress in this Priority Area was delayed until release of the report of 
the Inquiry into Financial Hardship of Energy Consumers in May 2006. A range of 
advocacy and policy development activities were undertaken following the release of 
the report. 

VCOSS participated in key discussions with the Department of Infrastructure (DOI) 
regarding responses to the findings and recommendations of the Inquiry, including 
establishing a Energy Hardship Working Group. VCOSS also actively participated in 
the Energy Hardship Working Group from its inception. 

VCOSS is a member of the Energy Hardship Training Project Working Group, a sub-
working group established by the Energy Hardship Working Group. This Working 
Group is developing training and information materials for community support 
workers, financial counselors and emergency relief workers. VCOSS was successful 
in ensuring that these materials would be available to the broader range of workers, 
rather than only financial counselors as had been proposed. 

VCOSS participated in the Essential Services Commission process to develop 
guidelines for assessing energy retailers’ financial hardship policies. In addition, 
VCOSS is also advising the ESC on the production of information materials for 
consumers on choosing an energy retailer. 

 

 


