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SPEAKING NOTES

Acknowledge traditional owners; Acknowledge inspirational and moving apology – creating an environment for more partnerships; Acknowledge Geoff Cooper  One of the issues about how hard it is to build partnerships is that Koori leaders are so busy, we ask them to do so much, and that generally conflicts with the pressures from their own family and community. Jeff has a meeting today in Bairnsdale and he has moved mountains so he can get here – and we also had to leave yesterday in all the holiday traffic to make sure we got here on time. 
Kilmany is a Uniting Church agency based in Gippsland. We have 300 staff and an extensive range of child, family, aged care and community development services. Victoria has about 0.6% of the population who identify as indigenous, whereas Gippsland has 2% of the population.
GEGAC – Gippsland and East Gippsland Aboriginal Co-operative -  is based in Bairnsdale and provides similar services, and has about 80 staff. Jeff is the Chairperson of the Board of Management, has previously been employed as Operations Manager there, and currently works as a Koorie Police Liaison Officer.
We decided we wanted to make seven points to assist partnerships.

Examples of partnerships

In the past few years we have done some amazing things together. We currently have several staff members seconded to GEGAC because they don’t have the capacity to employ and supervise certain specialists. One is co-ordinating an Aboriginal Best Start program, and others are developing position descriptions and employment contracts for all GEGAC staff. We have provided governance training for the Board. We are training Koori home based carers, and assisting GEGAC with meeting accreditation standards. We have worked with them getting 21 young Koories traineeships in East Gippsland, and are currently working on a jobs programs with a target of twenty more jobs by December. Last week I sat on the interview panel for a new GEGAC CEO, and we are talking about on going mentoring and professional development. Perhaps the greatest strength in our partnership is that we talk, we have lunch, we throw ideas around – because we all want the same outcome – better health, wellbeing and outcomes for indigenous people.

Kilmany has many structural matters in place to support our work with the Koori community. We have a policy of acknowledging traditional owners at any formal gathering, we have an apology about indigenous dispossession, stolen generations and other matters in the reception area of all our buildings, we print this in every annual report, our workforce is about 5% indigenous, we currently have two young indigenous trainees, we have three staff that we have seconded  to GEGAC, and we have several formal signed partnerships with GEGAC, and also with Ramahyuck Aboriginal Corporation in Sale, and Moodji in Orbost. 
Our Board has met with indigenous Boards. We have policies about alliances and partnerships that say the Koori community must be engaged if there is to be a partnership with any non indigenous agency. We have been asked to facilitate a number of meetings with indigenous groups that have a history of tension and disputes– and we are acknowledged as trustworthy and independent mediators. We have indigenous murals in several of our offices. We stopped work to watch the national parliamentary apology last month. I am the legal licensee of the Lake Tyers Aboriginal Child Care Centre Bung Yarnda, and in 2002 I received the Statewide Rural Health Award, largely because of Kilmany’s work with Koori communities.
I’m telling you this because the first point about partnerships is that we have indigenous respect embedded in our philosophy, our values and our principles.

I just wanted to explain why I am the licensee of an Aboriginal child care centre. We want an indigenous person on the Committee to be licensee, but several do not have a clear police record – and you all know the statistics about indigenous criminality – but three do not have birth certificates. No certificate means no driver’s licence, and you can’t get the documentation to become licensee. We’re working on that.
I lived on the Pitjantjatjara Lands for a number of years.. When I left Central Australia I asked my Anangu boss, for a reference. Kunmanara only had one day at school, but he graduated with distinction from the school of hard knocks. One of the things he said was that Anangu Tjuta respected me because I walked beside them, not in front. I have stolen that phrase for many programs that Kilmany has been involved in. In the Kurnai language, it is translated to Yangan Ngalu – which basically means walking together. It is a metaphor for partnership.

The second point we wanted to make is that partnerships are about power, and to be successful you have to equalise that power relationship. For many years, our funders have pushed us into partnerships, probably because they only wanted to write one cheque. In that time they described one agency as the Lead agency – and I suggest this gave that agency more power than others. It’s the golden rule – he who has the gold makes the rule. And traditionally, whitefellas have held the power in working with indigenous peoples. 

Kilmany received over $3 million of Federal money in 2004 to deliver early years improvements in East Gippsland. Clearly a high priority was better outcomes for Koori kids. We established a multi agency steering committee – as you do – and had parent and Koori members. We started off with one, and then two Koori members. We used to collect the Koori members from their homes, pay them sitting fees, and unsuccessfully tried to integrate them into the work of the committee. This process was unsuccessful probably for many reasons – sitting in a room full of whitefellas may have made them uncomfortable, the language used was probably jargonistic and full of unknown acronyms, the meeting agendas were driven by a corporate organisational need, and the needs of Koori kids were so diverse and linked to the social model of health and infrastructure needs, that the Koori reps  may have felt impotent and tokenistic.

After that failure, we worked with key locals and established a reference group of indigenous people rather than having representation at the committee table. We had reps from indigenous communities from all over Gippsland. We decided to have very few Gubbas there, and at each meeting we made sure that we were kicked out for a period of the meeting. The Kilmany objective was to get advice about early years services – but the group evolved and had their own objectives of land rights, employment and jobs, education, networking, heritage issues and lots of other things – with a bit of early years issues thrown in. We provided a decent lunch at these meetings, we paid sitting fees and we assisted with transport. Our funders said we couldn’t pay sitting fees – so we called them informants fees. Our staff were being paid to attend, why shouldn’t the indigenous participants.

So our next points are, First, consider paying fees and providing real assistance for indigenous people to participate. Second, allow your needs to be subjugated by the needs identified by the group. It will take time, but you’ll get your outcomes in the end. One problem that developed for us was we had to support the group in working to achieve their different priorities – but in doing so we built stronger relationships.

We put aside our immediate needs for more sustainable outcomes. But we listened – and we acted on what they said – not what we wanted. If you want true consumer participation you have to empower the group and encourage them to lead – you’ll go off on wide and varied tangents, but you’ll get there in the end.

Our fifth point is about defining and understanding the community. In our white wisdom, we frequently have one Koori participating in a meeting, and we ask them to speak on behalf of all Aboriginal Australia. We blindly assume that the indigenous community is homogenous. In our arrogance we ask them to speak on behalf of anyone who is black. 

What is community? In Gippsland we honour the Gunai/Kurnai peoples – but there is virulent opposition from some Kurnai groups who believe the Gunai are just Johnny come lately. There are disputes between traditional owners and those descendants from other parts of Victoria and NSW who were moved by government to Lakes Tyers early last century. We have families in dispute with other families about issues that might largely be forgotten, but they match the conflict of the orange and the green in Ireland. We need to understand that if the family has the surname Hood they probably will not sit in the same room as a Harrison. We have Koories who follow Essendon and others who follow Collingwood. We have families that hate particular Aboriginal Co-operatives, probably because of family issues, and they refuse to accept any services from the Co-op. So if we only consult with a Co-op – we are disenfranchising a significant group who probably have different views. We know the white community is not homogenous – yet we consistently put all Australian blacks in the one basket.
How do we get to know the Koori community – we have lots of cups of tea. We do lots of talking and even more listening. I also want to emphasise that although I’ve been involved with the Gippsland Koori community for twenty years, it will be another twenty before I have a three year old’s knowledge. Seek out local Koori’s who can help you.
Which is our sixth point.  You will have lots of discussions about Aboriginal culture and cultural respect. But culture is dynamic and changes with our changing world. Years ago my friends on the Pitjantjatjara Lands used to hunt with spears and woomeras. Now they hunt with guns and Toyotas. In ceremonial business there was a lot of blood and this still occurs today, but with the wildfire threat of HIV/AIDS they now use gloves and scalpels. In many indigenous communities there was very strong culture about respect for elders, and that is changing. Immerse your organisation in indigenous culture – because it also builds relationships with the Koori’s teaching you, and gives a better understanding of what is a myth and what is true. Many years ago ATSIC put out a booklet about commonly held beliefs about the black world. Kids got given bicycles to go to school, parents got paid if their kids went to school, Koori’s got free holidays etc.
And I encourage you to look beyond the social history of Captain Cook, and the practical issues of whether you can look a blackfellow in the eye, and get your staff to examine culture in the context of poverty.

Lastly, we joke about Koori time. In some of our programs we have had work plans submitted to government with targets and outcomes – and in all of them we have had to push out the timelines. If you want true consultation you need to allow time, and if someone  - black or white – has had problems at home last night, they haven’t slept, perhaps there was violence – don’t expect them to come to the meeting today.
So our seven points are:
1. Build cultural respect into your organisation’s structure
2. Partnerships are about power – and you need to equalize that

3. Pay sitting fees, provide good tucker, assist with transport and provide child care
4. Allow your immediate needs to be fluid

5. Understand the local Koori community – have lots of cuppas

6.   Immerse yourself in cultural respect training in the context of poverty.
7. Respect that Koori’s are busy and have more important things to do than talk to you. Allow lots of time for any program.

I’d like to finish by saying both Geoff and I would welcome visits to our organisations so you can see some of these partnerships at first hand.

John Lawrence, CEO, Kilmany UnitingCare
Building Sustainable Partnerships Seminar – March 11 2008

2

