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A community survey, conducted in late 2003, recorded seventy-seven to ninety percent satisfaction with current neighbourhood conditions and comments from residents, including:

“There is a sense of community within the residents; people are friendly when you get to know them”
.

These comments appear unexceptional, but are made more remarkable for originating from the Collingwood and Fitzroy Public Housing estates where just over two years earlier, the social environment and degree of community connectedness was clearly encapsulated in the following statements of individual residents of those communities:

“We keep to ourselves. We only have long-term friends. We don’t want to get to know new friends”
.

“In an emergency we don’t know who to call because we can only speak Vietnamese”
.

Collingwood and Fitzroy (Atherton Gardens) Public Housing estates are located centrally within the City of Yarra. The estates are of high-density design, Fitzroy comprising four twenty storey high-rise towers, Collingwood three towers and over three hundred and fifty walk-up and town house style properties. The estates’ populations are very multicultural. Over thirty differing preferred languages are spoken amongst households. The populations have diversified over recent years to now include over fifty differing countries of birth. At Collingwood the most substantial ethnic groups are Vietnamese (26.9%), Chinese (4.2%), and Turkish (4.4%). There are nineteen (2.2%) Koori households within the estate. Fitzroy houses a similar demographic, with a slightly larger proportion of Vietnamese and former Yugoslavian households. The Vietnamese community is more established and robust at Fitzroy. The culturally and linguistically diverse nature of these communities constitutes a significant barrier to participation and social inclusion on the estates and places particular demands on local services and the capacity of those services to respond appropriately. 

Australian Bureau of Statistics data collated prior to 2002 revealed Collingwood to have an incidence of single parent families more than two and a half times that of the Victorian mean. The incidence of persons not completing year twelve was almost one third lower than the state mean. The official unemployment rate for the suburb was double, and the number of persons in receipt of unemployment benefits was 286 percent higher than the state average. Recipience rates for Disability Support Pensions were more than double, and crime rates per capita were 453 percent above the Victorian Average
. In Fitzroy, the statistics were similar. Single parent families at Fitzroy were double state averages, emergency admissions were twenty two percent, the unemployment rate seventy-four percent, and the number of unemployment benefit holders two hundred percent higher than the Victorian mean. Fitzroy residents were thirty six percent less likely to have completed Year 12. Recorded crimes per capita were 345 percent greater than state averages
. According to the 1996 Victorian Burden of Disease
 study males in the area had the lowest and females the sixth lowest life expectancy rates in the state.

The Yarra community has benefited over recent decades from the processes of gentrification experienced by many inner metropolitan municipalities. Community members have, however, not uniformly shared the benefits. It is no revelation, and perhaps symptomatic of social policy of the previous decade, that in any measure of advantage, communities from within the geographical boundaries of high rise public housing estates at Fitzroy and Collingwood stand in stark contrast to those of the broader Yarra region. Prior to 2002, housing on the estates was perceived to be run-down
 and a lack of community pride was evident, reinforcing a sense of stigma and disconnection. Social interactions outside homes had decreased significantly since the period 1960 to 1980, principally because public space had become perceived as the domain of the user of dealer of illicit substances
. Disadvantage had become exacerbated in these neighbourhoods, due not necessarily to a lack of Government responsiveness, but because traditional responses had not dealt with the complex interconnection of the determinants of poverty and had not engaged the disempowered and socially excluded
 in a manner effective for these communities.  Concentrated disadvantage manifested across a variety of factors including poor employment opportunities, pervasive health problems, lower education levels, higher crime, and, least surprisingly, poor public perception and stigma. The estates as a home bound many in a ‘catch twenty-two’ situation - a postal address becoming cause for apprehension from accessing, if not discriminatory exclusion, from the job market and other opportunities. 

In research conducted during the past five years, estate communities consistently identify isolation as one of the most significant health problems experienced. Mental illness, single parenting, drug and alcohol dependence, transience and perceptions of crime contribute appreciably to this problem. Social isolation is linked empirically to higher death dates, higher sickness rates and lower rates of survival of disease. It is well documented that inequality and lack of empowerment can have detrimental health impacts on an individual
, and exponentially on the health of the community. Through a variety of public workshops and forums, residents espouse the importance of a broad and positive social and physical environment, demonstrating considerable insight into the determinants of health and wellbeing for individuals and communities, and the relationship of this issue to other indicators of disadvantage. 

Two years on in 2004 however, a degree of optimism is manifest - a community survey
 of over a third of each estate’s population has residents observing marked improvement in their housing, the physical environment, local community services generally, education and employment opportunities, in community pride, in crime and safety, and in Government performance. A third of the community indicate a desire to remain in their present accommodation for ten years of more.
 

This apparent restoration of community confidence, it is held locally, is due to a galvanised commitment to these communities. The Office of Housing, City of Yarra, and Jesuit Social Services have come together with other State Government and community sector partners in Yarra with a mutual sense of responsibility to these estates and commitment to making a real and tangible difference. An atmosphere of vibrancy and change has been created through a collaborative approach that includes the community as partner. There exists visible evidence of improvement, achievement and success. Estate grounds have been enhanced; properties are being renovated; more inclusive activities and events are happening with greater frequency; and residents are getting to know their neighbours. This progress is the result of local strategic partnerships, and, more particularly of projects and activities delivered in innovative ways. A landscaping project has not only beautified estate grounds, it has provided jobs and training for over fifty residents of the estate communities; a program of Housing Week activities has not simply been delivered by the tenancy support service, it has been designed and implemented with residents as partners; a Neighbourhood Advisory Team comprising fifty percent residents is coordinating strategic projects; and a long standing Office of Housing contract has been re-let with a clause requiring employment to be targeted to the community it operates within.

Neighbourhood Renewal

Neighbourhood Renewal is a priority approach of the Victorian Government in addressing place-based disadvantage. Broadly, the strategy is underpinned by social justice principles and a vision of community engagement founded upon trust and partnership. It places emphasis on collaboration, channelling and better coordinating community and government resources to improve housing, health status and participation rates, and to increase opportunity, access and ownership amongst targeted communities. Government, local service providers, community and business are encouraged to work together to seek redress for imbalances in the relative advantages and opportunities available to Neighbourhood Renewal communities compared with their more affluent, gentrified neighbours. 

Collingwood and Fitzroy Public Housing Estates constitute the only inner metropolitan Neighbourhood Renewal sites. Of the current fifteen Neighbourhood Renewal sites, these are the only to comprise one hundred percent public housing. Their selection for the Neighbourhood Renewal initiative recognises that although ostensibly well serviced and geographically affluent, the estates have fallen outside of processes of gentrification and are considerably lacking in opportunity by comparison to the broader Yarra community. Their selection too, is indicative of a readiness for change, of the existence of a community resilience and strength ripe to be built upon. It may be reflected that statistics available prior to the introduction of Neighbourhood Renewal put the spotlight on these disadvantages because the means of capturing evidence of the inert resilience of these communities was either not available or utilised by those gathering the data.

Neighbourhood renewal acknowledges that involving local people in running the housing estates in which they live can have a real impact on bringing about transformation.  Recent evaluations, predominantly in Britain, assert that the degree of resident involvement and commitment to local management is commensurate with the level of success in achieving the changes desired by tenants as well as the aims of government
. This research also stresses that citizen participation is not a substitute for the necessary improvements in the social and material conditions of those who are socially excluded but it is a necessary part of the process of achieving social inclusion
.
Resident participation has been at the core of work undertaken on the estates over the past two years via the Neighbourhood Renewal program initiated at these sites in 2002. Through actions and strategies developed by a local governance structure and whole of government and community collaboration, Neighbourhood Renewal seeks to deliver long-term sustainable strategies affecting the broader population rather than individuals, strategies for improving community well-being, a renewed focus on prevention, early intervention and community building initiatives without compromising existing operational standards. 

A six point plan of action is at the heart of each Neighbourhood Renewal project. Projects are working to:

· Increase people’s pride and participation in the community

· Lift employment, training and educational opportunities

· Enhance housing and the physical environment

· Improve personal safety and reduce crime

· Promote health and wellbeing

· Increase access to key services and improve Government responsiveness.

Responsiveness to the community has been integral to this initiative, but so also, has been the maximisation of opportunities for residents to play a fundamental role in planning, decision-making and actioning those responses. Participation is played out, not simply in the manner of consulting people and using that information as a basis upon which to formulate decisions, but actually empowering and building the capacity of those people to be part of the decision making process.

In December 2003 RMIT and Melbourne Universities were commissioned to conduct Neighbourhood Renewal Community Surveys at the sites (the same survey is being replicated at each Neighbourhood Renewal site). The survey provided opportunity for forty-five residents to receive training to conduct survey interviews, and over six hundred households across the two estates to contribute their thoughts, experiences and perceptions against a comprehensive question set. Interviewers and interviewees were paid for their time. The data set, collated by the universities will enable decisions affecting this community to be informed by the views of those within it. But further, the data is being distilled, interpreted and translated into action by working groups comprising a majority of residents, supported by key local agencies. 

“If the government uses this information it will be good…” 

“More surveys like this should be conducted”. 

Eighty eight percent of survey respondents agreed that Neighbourhood Renewal was a good idea. Eighty to ninety percent support was recorded against the six Neighbourhood Renewal objectives.

Local workers, whilst encouraged by generally positive results in this early survey, accept the results cautiously, acknowledging that the impacts of social initiatives can emerge slowly and that recently established trust may be vulnerable to collapse in the early years of such initiatives.

For the purposes of this paper it is not possible to detail the many recent initiatives that have found success at the Collingwood and Fitzroy estates, such as international photographic exhibitions and other art programs; an on-site community information centre, projects for youth; web page development; public tenant employment initiatives
; and welcoming processes for new residents. Three key areas, however, will be explored: community engagement processes, the establishment of a governance structure, and whole of government/whole of community responses.
Community Engagement Processes 

The process of community engagement
 commenced at Collingwood with a team of willing service providers doorknocking every household on the estate, offering personal invitation to public consultations, structured to allow maximum opportunity for residents to have their views heard and recorded. The approach was carefully tailored to meet the challenges presented by a linguistically diverse community and was founded on the understanding that participation can overcome isolation, fear and tensions associated with high-density living. A tower-by-tower basis resulted in twenty-five to thirty percent of households attending initial public gatherings
 and workshops held across the estate. Initial consultations focussed upon issues of safety and security acknowledged as a primary concern of the estate community. There was recognition that a sense of safety was paramount to a sense of belonging and home, and it was understood that residents needed to feel this concern was being addressed before other community issues could be contemplated. 

These consultations created the precedent for future engagement practices, providing opportunity for residents to participate (formally or informally) at each stage of the project, from planning, setting priorities and developing strategic responses, to implementation, evaluation and review phases.

The consultations also formed the basis for the establishment of an Intensive Tower Management project. Concerns of residents in regards to living on the estates almost invariably include reference to cleaning, maintenance and security as issues. Intensive Tower Management was developed by the Office of Housing as a response to these issues seeking to redress the limited demand for properties on the estates experienced over the past ten to fifteen years. The premise behind the model was that service, safety and quality of life would improve with a more personalised tower based service. 

A partnership between the Brotherhood of St Laurence and the Office of Housing around a community jobs program saw the implementation of the project at Collingwood and Fitzroy estates. The community jobs program provided training and on the job experience for nine residents in the role of handyperson/maintenance officer, and ten persons in the role of concierge. Graduates of the community jobs program moved in to traineeships with the Office of Housing.  Concierges are primarily responsible for maintaining a physical presence in the high-rise foyers during normal working hours, acting as a visible deterrent to vandalism, graffiti and anti-social behaviour, assisting in the reduction of fear of crime and provided an enhanced sense of safety in individuals.  Concierge staff manage access to the towers via an electronic controlled access and intercommunication security system, provide limited referral services, and look out for vulnerable clients. Maintenance staff are responsible to respond to resident requests for cleaning in common areas, and undertake minor, non-contracted maintenance and cleaning. Their duties involve regular walk downs of the building bringing a unique resident perspective. The model also includes building managers and a coordinator to oversee the functions of this team at each site. 

The decision to trial Intensive Tower Management was brought about by changed policy settings, negative perceptions of the estate (often reinforced by media presentations and articles), and underinvestment in the estates throughout the 1980’s. Intensive Tower Management aims to improve the social and physical environment in sustainable ways, improve operational management of the towers, particularly through facilitation of increased resident participation in prioritisation related to tower management, increased perceptions of safety and security amongst community members.  

Objectives achieved via these programs have been multifaceted. Increased participation, pride and trust, better housing, safer and cleaner environments, improved access to services, better employment, training and educational opportunities. Collaborative efforts in relation to the genuine commitment to community participation and to the objectives of Neighbourhood Renewal are seeing improved trust and fostering a sense of confidence and pride amongst community members. Benefits have included increased employment opportunities, higher customer satisfaction, decreased levels of antisocial behaviours and crime, increased sense of pride and reduced stigma, lower vacancy rates and decreased rental arrears. The walk up estate at Collingwood has achieved a level of success in crime prevention but suffers from open access. Never the less, there has been a flow on effect as perpetrators of crime are now aware of the high level or resident vigilance and police support in the local area.

The projects bring together partners to create an environment more attractive and desirable. Office of Housing data is showing early signs of reduced turnover rates for properties, and there is evidence of households recently moved from the estates, now seeking to transfer back.

The Department for Victorian Communities has been a pivotal partner, in the Neighbourhood Renewal program on the estates. Their Community Jobs Program has provided unemployed residents with work skills through jobs and training programs, the visible results of which have been the catalyst for further community participation. Fifty residents from the two estates received training and employment in landscaping and painting works across the two estates as part of a community jobs program. Not only did the program enhance public spaces across the two estates, it gave positive experiences to the CJP participants who endorsed the program through small social networks. 

Case Studies:

A single parent who had not worked for many years told friends about her angst for the weekend to be over so that they could be working again.

A school girl celebrated that her mother now had a job, “like all the other kids’ mums and dads”. 

From an application base of twelve estate residents for the first CJP program, applications swelled to in excess of seventy subsequent to a successful landscaping CJP. Being witness to positive change and visible improvement is rousing - being part of the change is inspirational. 

Some other outcomes brought about through community engagement processes include:

· Public spaces across the estates have been improved between July and November;

· Ten traineeships were created with the OoH and community organisations for young residents through the Youth Employment Scheme.

· A Youth Space was launched at the Collingwood Estate in May 2003.

· In 2003 the Collingwood Housing Estate Arts Committee hosted the “Homeless Gallery” photographic exhibition in the estate’s underground car park as a Melbourne Fringe event. The Homeless Gallery, originating in Poland has no fixed address, and is installed and coordinated by participating photographers. Residents had the opportunity to exhibit amongst hundreds of amateur and professional photographers. The Homeless Gallery will return to this venue in October 2004.

· Various community arts projects have provided an effective medium for building our public housing communities and increasing resident engagement. Arts activities play an unparalleled role in community cultural development – in the development of relationships, acceptance, cross-cultural interaction, and the creation of a sense of identity, belonging and pride.

· The Collingwood Community Information Centre was officially launched in November 2002.  The Centre is staffed by a pool of 23 volunteers from the estate and the local community, each volunteer having successfully completed a Nationally Accredited Certificate in Community Information. On site services such as this, which target areas beyond the boundaries of the estate, create opportunities for people who would not usually enter the estate to meet and interact with residents.

· Success is celebrated not always in terms of statistical improvements. Perceptions and role modelling are key contributors to a sense of community.

· The estate newsletter is used not only an important communication and news tool – it provides opportunity to celebrate collective and individual success – to foster a sense of community pride

Resident participation as a form of active citizenship

Active citizenship is an essential ingredient of local democracy particularly where emphasis is placed on building better communities through participation, as well as electoral representation and the achievement of “community well being”.  Consequently, there is a responsibility for government and service providers to support people, particularly those facing impediments, in being able to participate by ensuring that appropriate processes are followed to enable dialogue, understanding and influence- because it is their right to do so.

Citizenship is the idea of being a person, being able to participate and be involved in various public institutions of the community, it implies that people are active and share responsibility in shaping our community. At the same time valuing the privileges which citizenship confers and accepting in full the significant responsibilities it imposes on each
.

Active citizenship derives from notions of universal rights and responsibilities.  The Declaration of Human Rights expresses basic political, social, economic and civil rights “as a common standard for the achievement of all people and of all nations” (United Nations, The Declaration of Human Rights preamble 1948).  The International Union of Local Government Authorities (IULA) in its 1993 Worldwide Declaration on Self Government recognises the importance of local participation within democratic self-government for integrated and sustainable development outcomes and the achievement of economic, political and social justice for all people.  

Neighbourhood Advisory Board/Team

One of the goals of Neighbourhood Renewal was the establishment of a governance structure that would bring together residents and agencies at the local level and “to uphold the aims of Neighbourhood Renewal by implementing activities which strengthen community well-being”
. This section of the paper explores the establishment of a governance structure that enabled residents and agencies to come together in a meaningful and equal partnership.

The Neighbourhood Advisory Board/Team is at the core of Neighbourhood Renewal and was a new structure established on the estates. The two estates chose a different name for this new body, the Neighbourhood Advisory Board and the Neighbourhood Advisory Team. From here on it will be referred to as the Neighbourhood Advisory Team (NAT) to avoid confusion.

The establishment of the Neighbourhood Advisory Team was not an end in itself but simply a means to put flesh to the principle of subsidiarity. This principle acknowledges and permits individual and group participation in decision making as it impacts on one’s life, well-being and future. Or in another way the local community is empowered to develop local solutions to local issues. The accountability of the NAT demonstrates how it is placed fairly and squarely within the community. “Members of the Neighbourhood Advisory Team will be accountable to the public housing community, including residents and agencies”
. The NAT, as a vehicle of the Neighbourhood Renewal strategy, aims to address exclusion and inequality by bringing together those most affected by poverty and the agencies funded to serve them. 

The NAT has twenty-five members, of which twelve are residents, twelve are agency staff and one is a representative of the tenant association. It was established through a staged process, beginning in January 2003 with twelve residents meeting on a fortnightly basis over six months. The process of recruitment of community members to the NAT was specifically informal, conscious of the need to encourage the community to nominate themselves and deliberating removing any potential barriers. Recruitment of residents was undertaken by advertising through a variety of means (respecting the predominant community languages), requesting those who were interested in “making a difference and improving life on the estate” to self-nominate. Residents who showed interest were asked to complete an application form and were formally invited to become members of the NAT. Fitzroy carried out a more democratic process of nomination where each nominee was asked to obtain a certain number of endorsements from other residents. As the principal behind the governance structure is to represent the community, this process could be seen as a more effective method of representation as each NAT member required the support of other members of the community.  

After the establishment of the resident core of the Team, a next stage was introduced to foster residents getting to know each other, learning about the governance structure of Neighbourhood Renewal, preparing a process for the agencies to come on board and arranging the course that they would undertake. This staging recognised that the members needed to establish confidence and begin their training programs, and acknowledged that the resident NAT members would not necessarily have the support or experience of a big organisation behind them.

The key to this stage was residents owning not only their place on the NAT but the process as well. What was integral to this was how over seventy local agencies were invited to submit their willingness to participate on the NAT by completing an application form. The residents processed the application forms and decided which agencies they wanted to have on the NAT and the decision remained with the residents on which agencies would be accepted on the Team. In some cases agencies were interviewed to assist in the decision making process.

One of the benefits of agency participation was the ability to work with residents to bring about local solutions to local issues. It was important that agency representatives were people within their respective organisations who could make decisions or who at least were situated to act promptly. Agency positions were targeted to senior executives, their deputies or program directors. This was a significant strategy employed to fulfil the Neighbourhood Renewal objective of improving the service provision of agencies to the residents on the estates.

Agency recruitment to the NAT was consolidated by a ten-pin bowling excursion aimed to promote team building, personal relationships and to breakdown barriers. Twenty-five people came together for the initial meeting of the full NAT. This meeting occurred in June of 2003. Both in Fitzroy and Collingwood a resident was voted to the position of chair, signifying a real commitment to placing residents and their wishes firmly at the centre of the Neighbourhood Renewal. This happened not by any design or coercion but in a genuine spirit by all to support the residents in taking a leadership role. One of the first actions was to agree on the draft terms of reference, which would then give this newly formed body structure. This group by its very nature had an authority like no other and a collective voice that could bring about change.

Early actions of the NAT included endorsement of the terms of reference articulating items such as the purpose, objectives, values, membership and accountability of the NAT, and the establishment of working groups to support the NAT and develop strategies aligned with the key objectives of Neighbourhood Renewal. Since then the NAT has celebrated its first anniversary and has slowly been seen and understood as an integral part of bringing about change for an area which has experienced extreme disadvantage. Some of the outcomes the NAT has brought about are:

· There are now more resident voices being heard than two years ago. Also these residents are more reflective of the broad ethnic mix of the estate community.

· Policies have been written or are being developed in the area of public events on the estate and how the residents can control the way they are portrayed in the media.

· The NAT has a new authority that residents and agencies have used either by seeking endorsement from or asking for help by advocating.

· Coordinating projects that have been presented to the Whole of Government Committee, such as recycling and the Collingwood Gym.

· There are now residents involved in some of the local decisions that effect the community, such as writing and developing policies and procedures


Whole-of-government/ whole-of community responses

Underpinning the success of neighbourhood renewal is the ability to engender whole-of-government and whole-of-community commitments to the priority issues identified by the community.  Resident participation, as previously discussed in this paper, is fundamental to the Neighbourhood Renewal process.  

However, resident participation must been seen as one component of a larger picture that includes the commitment of government and community sector to work together with residents to develop local actions that will create vibrant and cohesive communities.  Resident involvement, alone, is not enough to bring about real change to disadvantaged communities; the government and the service sector must provide backing.  Commitments to individual local projects have been made by Commonwealth, State and Local governments, non-government and community-based organisations, local businesses, local universities, schools and other learning institutions and the residents and people working in Neighbourhood Renewal areas.

This section of the paper aims to outline the processes by which the government and non-government sectors have engaged in the neighbourhood renewal initiatives within the City of Yarra.

Whole of Government approach

A whole-of-government approach in Neighbourhood Renewal areas means:

· Better coordination between government portfolios;

· Targeting initiatives and prioritising existing resources and growth funding to Neighbourhood Renewal projects;

· All of government supporting implementation of local Neighbourhood Renewal Action Plans;

· All of government committing to work with local communities through local Neighbourhood Renewal partnership arrangements.

State government agencies that have made specific formal commitments to Neighbourhood Renewal areas include:

· Innovation, Industry and Regional Development

· Department of Education and Training

· Department of Infrastructure

· Victoria Police

· Sustainable Energy Authority Victoria

· Urban and Regional Land Corporation

· Department of Justice

· Department of Human Services

As has been articulated, the emphasis is on working together.  Government and community resources are harnessed and better coordinated to improve housing, infrastructure, employment, education, safety, and health and wellbeing.

The governance model for Neighbourhood Renewal is designed to expedite the completion of Neighbourhood Renewal Action Plans and establish a strong partnership between residents, government, service providers, businesses and other stakeholders. 

The NAT is responsible for developing and overseeing the implementation of the Neighbourhood Renewal Action Plan.  These committees report to both their local community, and to a Whole of Government Group.  Whereas the Whole-of-Government Group is responsible for endorsing commitments across Departments, local governments and agencies for each Neighbourhood Renewal project.  The group is constituted by relevant Regional Directors of relevant State government departments.  In recent times, this group has been responsible for the coordination and steerage of local initiatives such as:

· Vocational English classes for Non-English speaking population at each site - identified as a priority issue and barrier to employment;

· Recycling program - Local Government in conjunction with Department of Sustainability and Environment;

· Upgrade of the Collingwood gymnasium and recreation facility and extension of opening hours - Local Government will partner with Sports and Recreation Victoria;

· Enhanced police resources for the Estates;

· Diversity and anti-discrimination seminars and sessions to be run in conjunction with Department of Human Services, Department of Victorian Communities and Department of Justice.

Whole of Community approach

Community sector and non-government agencies are engaged in the neighbourhood renewal initiatives through a number of mechanisms.  Involvement and membership on the governance structures is a practical and tangible method for engagement.  Membership on the NAT and working groups represents the width and breadth of the community sector in the City of Yarra, with representatives from:

· Community Health Centres;

· Local primary, secondary and university learning institutions;

· Local government;

· Police;

· Neighbourhood Houses;

· Health and welfare agencies; and

· Resident associations.

Opportunities for agency participation exist on a number of levels, from provision of advice and information, to direct funding for program delivery responsive to community priorities.  In the upcoming year, the NAT will begin a new pilot project aimed at solidifying and formalising agency commitment to the Neighbourhood Renewal process- community contracts.

Community contracts

The purpose of community contracts is to strengthen collaboration, delivery and accountability in priority areas as identified by the Community Action Plan and the Community Survey.  The contracts aim to identify key stakeholders on the estates and develop a process to collaboratively meet community needs.  

The community contract is a formalised agreement between a government and/or community organisation and “the community” (represented by the NAT).  Under this contract, the organisation or agency commits to delivering a series of outcomes or actions to the local community.  The NAT is responsible for negotiating the development and overseeing these contracts, as well as evaluating the implementation of the agreed actions.   

Currently in its development phase, it is envisaged that the first community contract will be introduced in late 2004.  Work is currently being undertaken to involve community stakeholders in the development of a community contract framework, in the following areas:

· What is a “Community Contract”  

· Develop Framework

· Process

· Operational Work plans

· Community and Agency Roles and Responsibilities

· Accountability process

The concept of community contracts is not new.  It must be acknowledged that community agencies largely operate in methods that are accountable to the community, and responsive to identified needs.  The neighbourhood renewal initiative seeks to formalise this existing arrangement and establish processes for accountability and collaboration.

Conclusion

Housing is one of the most important elements in our lives and our communities – socially, physically and economically.  It is both shelter and a link to the wider community.  Housing is a basic human need that has a great impact on fundamental human dignity, the quality of family life and the capacity to exercise citizenship
.  

In acknowledgement of the importance of housing to the fundamental wellbeing of communities, Neighbourhood Renewal as a placed-based strategy is a significant and important social policy within the Victorian housing and health sectors. A key learning from these projects has been that the community has capacity and is willing to engage with government and the community sector where it feels that organisations and agencies are prepared to listen, to understand and act collaboratively.  A key direction is to develop strategies to ensure that the lessons are effectively captured and the benefits of transferral to mainstream activities of the organisations involved, convincingly evidenced.

“My understanding of the meaning of community is: the community is the big family of my life. It has a very close relationship with us. A community with a good environment is important to the psychological health of residents that live in it. It can make residents feel happier in their lives, promote good and harmonious relationships, reduce crime rates and improve personal safety. Also, as an individual among residents in the community, he/she should care for the community, promote social responsibility and obligation for the improvement of the community and participate in social activities”
.
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� The Public Tenant Employment project commenced on July 1st, 2003 at the Collingwood and Fitzroy public high-rise estates. Current evaluations are informing the development of a long-term sustainable PTEP model that may lead to the inclusion of public tenant employment requirements in other suitable Victorian OoH contracts. The PTEP is unique in the Office of Housing. It is the first time a mandatory public tenant employment clause has been incorporated within a commercial contract and is now being considered by local Government. The clause stipulated that the contractor employ a minimum of twenty-five percent effective full time (EFT) employees, from Collingwood and Fitzroy estates, within three months of contract commencement and thirty-five percent EFT employees in total from Collingwood and Fitzroy after twelve months. This equated to a minimum of 10 EFT employees/trainees. The thirty-five percent target was exceeded on commencement of the contract with sixteen residents employed, thirteen of whom have been maintained throughout the contract to date. 
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