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We are starting to pull together 
material for our 40th 

Anniversary celebrations. Our video 
archives have been digitised and 
a documentary about Regional 
Council is drawing together some of 
the archival material with interviews 
with some who have first-hand 
experience of that history.

To jog people’s memories we have 
posted the 20th Anniversary issue 
of Inner Voice in the PDF Editions 
section of www.innersydneyvoice.
org.au. If you were not around then it 
is great historical background  
and if you were around it will 
hopefully spark memories you  
might like to share. 

The 20th Anniversary Issue from 
Spring 1995 includes two pages 
covering each of Regional Council’s 
first 20 years with details of workers 
and committee members. Ideally we 
would like to collect similar details 
covering the second 20 years and 
would welcome your contribution 
towards this.
• We want stories and reflections 

from those involved during our last 
40 years. 

• We want to make contact with those 
we have lost contact with

• We want to know who would like to 
come back for a reunion

• We want people who would like 
to help pull this all together for 
mid-2016.
Please spread the word to those 

you know were involved in the past 
and help us bring people together 
to celebrate the great history we all 
share!

if you can help please contact 
Charmaine Jones on 
char.jones@innersydneyvoice.org.au  
or phone 02 9698 7461

Online community services map is live!
Find community services in the eastern suburbs and inner city.

Check out the link on our website www.innersydney.org.au
To add or update service listings please email admin@innersydneyvoice.org.au

Inner Sydney  
Regional Council
40th Anniversary
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community Development sits alongside social justice, social inclusion and 
community leadership on the Regional Council banner as areas we believe 

and work in. The lines between these areas blur and while there are many defi-
nitions of community development Regional Council works in the tradition of 
Marg Barry who in this issue’s From the vault says “community development is 
about communities being in control and adequately resourced to solve their own 
problems!”  It really puts people first!

The role of groups like ours is to keep the community in community services, 
community development, community engagement and everything that often 
pretends to be about community but 
which does not include local commu-
nity perspectives.

This issue of ISV is about communi-
ties being at the heart of what happens 
around them and needing to have a 
real say in what happens. It is about 
organisations encouraging commu-
nities to find their voice, defending 
their right to that voice and amplifying 
that voice. It is about where the Inner 
Sydney Voice comes from.

We start this issue with Jim Diers reminding us that within every crisis there 
is opportunity. He encourages us to Seize the opportunity of crisis to rebuild 
community. 

We explore three community development case studies that work with public 
and social housing tenants to help build communities. In Inner West Tenant 
Group: Bringing tenants together we look at how Rozelle Neighbourhood Centre 
helped to form this group and at what they are achieving. Another case study 
looks at Community Development at Hunters Hill: What can be achieved by 
a community garden and art project? It also looks at some of what cannot be 
achieved by such a project. The third case study looks at City West Building 
community in new social housing - developments like The Platform at Eveleigh.

People coming together in the new high rise buildings raise issues of how those 
people might form communities. Strata skills help create communities discuses 
Sydney Council Strata 101 courses.

We asked two experienced community development workers to reflect on 
what has changed in their time. Neil Stuart discusses community development 
as Standing with dissent and Julie Spies looks at change in the community sector 
as Time to change. Stefanie Pillora’s reflection on Marg Barry and noisy minor-
ities compliments these practitioner reflections and introduces issues related to 
community engagement.

Last issue’s article from UrbanGrowth NSW about community engagement, 
encouraged responses in the spirit of engagement from two writers experienced 
in the field. You can read these in Michael Darcy’s The challenge of community 
engagement and Wendy Sarkissian’s Leading-practice community engagement.

This issue we also explore places for active recreation in Spaces to play, the 
issues raised by The Tenants Union in NSW renting laws under review and 
hoarding in Beyond the clutter. 

As Regional Council celebrates 40 years, we look back on Marg Barry’s 20th 
year predictions Forward to the future. Did her crystal ball work?

charmaine Jones and geoff turnbull 
co-editors inner sydney regional council for social development.

“Community 
development is about 
communities being in 
control and adequately 
resourced to solve their 
own problems”

Inner Sydney  
Regional Council
40th Anniversary
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CoMMUNITy DEVELoPMENT

christchurch, New Zealand struck 
me as beautiful and orderly 

when I first visited Seattle’s sister 
city in 2008. It was a very different 
place when I returned four years 
later. A magnitude 7.1 earthquake 
had shaken Christchurch on Sep-
tember 4, 2010. It was followed by 
thousands of aftershocks including 
one on February 22, 2011 that killed 
185 people, collapsed hundreds of 
buildings, ravaged the underground 
utilities, caused liquefaction and 
flooding, and in the eastern sub-
urbs, triggered massive landslides 
and rock falls. 

But, this crisis brought people 
together like nothing else. On the 
vacant lots that are now ubiquitous, 
residents have created community 
gathering places – a dance-o-mat, 
cycle-powered cinema, blue pallet 
pavilion, petanque court, miniature 
golf, dino-sauna, little free library, 
community gardens, coffee shops, 
a unique pub called the Smash 
Palace, and dozens more of these 
“Gapfiller” projects. 

One of my favourites is Urban 
Poetica, where the wall facing 
a vacant lot on Colombo Street 
has been painted as a chalkboard 
inviting neighbours to share their 
poetry. Kirsty Dunn contributed the 
following poem that was so popular 
it now appears in permanent paint:

Amidst the shards of glass
& twisted steel

Beside the fallen brick 
& scattered concrete

we began to understand
that there is beauty in the broken

Strangers do not live here anymore

Out of crisis, Christchurch residents 
discovered what is most important – 
community.  As one survivor put it, “It 
was a time when neighbours, family, 
friends and strangers stopped open-
ing conversations with ‘what school 
did you go to’ and replaced it with ‘Are 
you OK? How can we help? Let’s check 
on each other.”

Similarly, on the global scale, the 
economic crisis has been an opportu-
nity to rediscover community. At the 
very time that people’s needs have 
been the greatest, our governments 
and other institutions have had the 
fewest resources to respond. Many 
people learned what those in the 
global south and many impoverished 
western neighbourhoods have known 
right along – the only genuine source 
of care is community and all we can 
really count on is one another. Other 
people came to realize that even 
when times were good, they weren’t 
that happy – whether by choice or 
necessity, they began to focus less on 
acquiring material things and more on 
building relationships. 

The economic crisis also opened 
many governments to the opportu-
nity of community. They began to see 
neighbourhoods not just as places with 
needs but communities of people with 
underutilized resources. Many local 
governments initiated bottom-up 
planning and matching fund 
programs as ways to leverage those 
resources. In the UK, the national 
government invested in community 
organisers because its budget was so 
much more limited than the commu-
nity’s untapped resources.

A second global crisis is climate 
change. Increasingly, people are real-
ising that they can’t wait for govern-
ment or green technology to solve this 
crisis. We all need to change in order 
to live more sustainably, and that will 
only happen if people feel connected 
to one another and the place they 
share. It’s in community that we feel 
responsible and accountable for our 
individual actions and have a sense 
that our collective actions will make 
a difference. Of course, the most 
important collective action is to 
hold government and corporations 
accountable for doing their part. 

The unique power of community 
isn’t limited to the environment, 
though. As Margaret Wheatley says, 
“Whatever the question, community 
is the answer.” There is a vital role 
for government and professionals  

THE CHINESE WoRD foR CRISIS IS 
CoMPRISED of TWo CHARACTERS, 
oNE MEANING DANGER AND THE 
oTHER oPPoRTUNITy. IN EVERy CRISIS 
THERE IS oPPoRTUNITy. oUR WoRLD 
IS CoNfRoNTED By MULTIPLE CRISES. 
Jim diers ExPLoRES THE UPSIDE THAT 
WE NoW HAVE UNPRECEDENTED 
oPPoRTUNITIES To REBUILD CoMMUNITy.

Seize tHe 
oPPortUnity  

of criSiS  
to rebUiLd 

commUnity
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(something the UK government 
shouldn’t lose sight of), but there is 
no substitute for community when it 
comes to what we value most.

In the health arena, there is clearly a 
role for professionals; you don’t neces-
sarily want your neighbour perform-
ing your surgery. But, our community 
should be in the best position to influ-
ence our behaviours, to support our 
mental health, and to help shape the 
physical, natural, social and economic 
conditions that impact our health.

Likewise, when it comes to public 
safety, you don’t want people enforcing 
their own laws; that is a job for profes-
sionals. And yet, communities are 
starting to realize the important role 
they have in holding police account-
able. We also know that enforcement 
alone doesn’t work. In the United 
States, our spending for so-called 
justice programs has continued to 
escalate, we have obscene numbers of 
citizens behind bars, and people aren’t 
feeling any more safe. We’ve forgot-
ten about community’s role in crime 
prevention. We’ve spent way too many 
resources lining up the ambulances at 
the bottom of the cliff when communi-
ty’s job is to build the fence at the top.

I was in Kobe and central Taiwan 
after their earthquakes, New Orleans 
following Hurricane Katrina, and 
Australia during and after repeated 
bushfires. What I heard over and over 
again is that people are totally depend-
ent on their neighbours in times of 
disaster. Lianne Dalziel, Mayor of 
Christchurch, told me: “We found it 
was more important for people to have 
relationships with their neighbours 
than a stock of emergency supplies.”

Similarly, there is no substitute for 
community when it comes to advanc-
ing social justice. No major social 
change in the United States has ever 
come top-down. Whether it was the 

From Tiananmen Square to the Arab 
Spring to the most recent uprisings 
in Taiwan and Hong Kong, communi-
ties of young people are demanding 
democracy. Western nations that have 
long taken democracy for granted are 
realising that they too are facing a 
crisis as fewer and fewer people vote 
and more and more people think of 
themselves as taxpayers rather than 
as citizens. Politicians are start-
ing to wake up and realise that the 
reason people think of themselves as 
taxpayers is because government has 
treated them as nothing more than 
customers. Elected officials are begin-
ning to understand that building and 
empowering community is a critical 
role for government. And, citizens are 
understanding that they need to come 
together as communities to challenge 
the way in which money has come to 
have more influence in government 
than the people do. Everywhere I visit, 
there is an increased interest in partic-
ipatory democracy which requires 
strong, inclusive communities. 

The crises we face are very real. They 
can seem overwhelming and make 
us feel powerless. After all, the prob-
lems are so much larger than any one 
community. What gives me hope is 
knowing that we aren’t alone. There are 
people in every community working 
hard to make a difference. We are part 
of a massive and growing community 
building movement. Collectively, we 
will address the crises that challenge 
all of us. My friend, Cormac Russell, 
says that you shouldn’t waste a good 
crisis. In fact, we can’t afford to. Let’s 
seize the opportunity!

Jim diers is the author of neighbor power: 
building community the seattle way. he 
teaches at the university of washington and 
travels internationally as a speaker. he gave the 
10th annual marg barry lecture in 2015  
which included a section on making  
use of a crisis.

women’s rights movement, the civil 
rights movement, the disability rights 
movement, the gay/lesbian rights 
movement or the living wage move-
ment, every major social change has 
come bottom-up. Without strong 
communities, we can’t make change.

Community also has a major role to 
play when it comes to raising our chil-
dren, caring for our elders, sustain-
ing the local economy, creating great 
places, and ensuring our happiness. 
There is a growing recognition that 
government alone won’t solve the 
major problems facing our society. 

Yet another global crisis giving rise 
to community is the democratic crisis. 

Jim diers at the 2015 marg barry memorial 
lecture and with isrc student interns  
sophia, kirilly (unsw) and sophia (usa)



8 Inner Sydney Voice • Summer 2015/16 • www.innersydneyvoice.org.au

CoMMUNITy DEVELoPMENT

from 2008, Rozelle Neighbourhood 
Centre partnered with Housing 

NSW to deliver a monthly outreach 
program attended by 4-10 clients each 
month. The community setting al-
lowed tenants to access non-housing 
related support. The outreach program 
ceased in 2010 when a weekly outreach 
program commenced at Leichhardt 
Centrelink. However, tenants contin-
ued to attend the Rozelle Neighbour-
hood Centre but it did not have the ca-
pacity to work one on one with social 
housing tenants. The Centre identified 
a need to bring tenants together to 
work collectively. In August 2011, pub-
lic housing tenants were invited to at-
tend an open forum.

Now, drawn from public and commu-
nity housing tenants, IWTG members 
are not just focused on maintenance 
but create opportunities for tenants 
to increase their individual and group 
capacity to be agents of change. Stake-
holders from local organisations and 
government agencies are represented. 
During the past four years, represent-
atives of Inner Sydney Regional Coun-
cil for Social Development, St Vincent 
de Paul, Partners in Recovery, Leich-
hardt Municipal Council and the Local 
Member have regularly attended.

Members of IWTG are seen as activ-
ists and leaders in the community, 
working beside local and state govern-
ment to be a voice for tenant issues. 
The IWTG provides opportunities for 
tenants to build skills and capacity 
through coordinating:
• Fundraising activities and applying 

for grants to fund projects
• Garage sales to encourage tenants to 

de-clutter and promote the group to 
the wider community

• Monthly meetings
• Open forums
• Mental health awareness activities
• Workshops to contribute to Housing 

NSW policy submissions 
• Social Housing Stories, a writing 

and publishing project
IWTG responds to the demographic 
of the Leichhardt LGA where 1,105 
tenants live in social housing.  
At 4.1% of the population, social hous-
ing tenants are hidden in the overall 
image of the Leichhardt area’s gentri-
fication. Tenants are generally scat-
tered across the area in small pockets, 
lacking connections with their more 
affluent immediate neighbours and 
are geographically disconnected from 
other social housing tenants through-
out the LGA.

   inner weSt tenant groUP 
 bringing tenantS 

togetHer
THE INNER WEST TENANT GRoUP (IWTG) 
WAS foRMED AS A RESULT of GRASSRooTS 
CoMMUNITy DEVELoPMENT INITIATED By RozELLE 
NEIGHBoURHooD CENTRE. susan hawkeswood 
AND lisa smaJlov ExPLAIN HoW IT CAME ABoUT AND 
WhaT TENaNTS WoRKING ToGEThER aRE aChIEvING.
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People on low incomes in the Leich-
hardt LGA tend to have less support 
agencies and programs then neigh-
bouring LGAs. Accessing grants is often 
difficult because the postcode bound-
aries of the area show a high average 
annual income in demographic studies. 

Social housing is a hub of inspiring 
and remarkable stories, collected in 
part thanks to IWTG. In 2013, tenants 
participated in Transform Your Turf, 
a series of creative art workshops 
held over 10 weeks. Together, tenants 
shared their experiences of living in 
“Housing”. Recognising the skills of 
tenants, facilitators were drawn from 
the social housing tenant community 
and worked beside multi-art practi-
tioners and story-telling activists.

Transform Your Turf aimed to smash 
stereotypes and shine a light in places 
most have never been. The resultant 
artworks by social housing residents 
were showcased in a travelling replica 
of a housing unit.

In 2014, following on from feedback 
from Turf writing participants, IWTG 
received a Housing NSW grant for Write 
… Right Now! This creative writing 
project created opportunities for social 
housing tenants to learn new skills and 
build connections with other tenants.

IWTG members formed a Writing 
Working Party to brainstorm the scope 
of the creative workshops and utilised 
their networks to identify facilitators. 
Six workshops were held on three 
forms of writing:
• Story Telling with Kristen Dunphy, a 

professional screen writer. Kristen 
was approached as a local resident 
through a school connection and 
she saw it as an opportunity to give 
back to the community. Everything 
Kristen does or sees can become 
writing fodder

• Poetry with Candy Royalle, a perfor-
mance artist and poet. A tenant 
member knew Candy through 
personal connection. Candy was also 
being followed by a documentary 

maker, Maisie Cohen so tenants 
were filmed during workshops, 
enhancing the overall experience

• Blogging with Judy Singer, a local 
activist, local tenant and member of 
IWTG. Judy produced a blog - Diary 
of a Desperate Houso. She saw the 
workshops as an opportunity to be 
valued and to pass on her skills to 
other would be bloggers.

Members of the Writing Working Party 
developed publication guidelines 
and a process for blogging. Writings 
were collected and the working party 
decided on the content for the first 
issue of our Social Housing Stories 
Newsletter, launched at Rozelle Neigh-
bourhood Centre in June 2015. The 
newsletter was distributed by tenants 
throughout their local networks.

The first Creative Catch Up session, 
held in 2015, was facilitated by the Chair 
of the Writing Working Party. Utilising 
some of the creative writing activities 
learnt at the writing workshops held 
last year and finding some new ones, 
participating tenants produced new 
writing for the second edition of the 
newsletter, to be published in Decem-
ber 2015. The editing and desktop 
publishing of this second issue will be 
completed by another IWTG member. 
This way, the skills of different tenants 

are continually evolving. 
The online publishing forum created 

in 2014 as part of Write … Right Now! 
was an opportunity for IWTG to 
connect with social housing tenants 
outside the tenant group and the wider 
community. See IWTG’s blog at www.
socialhousingstories.blogspot.com.au

IWTG recently created a Facebook 
page because we recognise that not 
everyone can come or wants to partic-
ipate in IWTG meetings. The page 
also provides a means to connect with 
the community at large who are not 
tenants but support social housing. 
Posts on events and activities, include:
• Writing workshops 
• Mental Health First Aid
• Suicide Prevention Walk
• Tenant Meetings
• Open Forums
• Petitions and Campaigns
• Articles and stories from like-

minded pages, in particular Friends 
of Millers Point

IWTG is currently planning to talk 
with City of Sydney Council about 
expanding Social Housing Stories into 
their LGA.

IWTG is also currently investigat-
ing funding for Speak Your Story. This 
project will give participating tenants 
the skills to interview tenants with the 
potential to work with a local journal-
ist. Lack of confidence in writing was 
identified as a barrier to the partic-
ipation of some tenants. Speak Your 
Story will give these tenants an oppor-
tunity to participate and broaden our 
Social Housing Stories. This will be an 
opportunity for IWTG to connect with 
tenants who are isolated and disen-
gaged within the community.

IWTG meets at Rozelle Neighbour-
hood Centre on the last Tuesday of 
each month at 11.30 am. All inner west 
social housing tenants are welcome.

susan hawkeswood is the community 
development worker and lisa smajlov is 
the Community development Coordinator at 
rozelle neighbourhood centre. 

“Accessing grants 
is often difficult 

because the postcode 
boundaries of the area 
show a high average 

annual income in 
demographic studies”
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four hundred metres from the newly developed village 
shops of affluent Hunters Hill sits a Housing NSW com-

plex of 50 units, which according to the local Police, has 
over the last five years, had more than its fair share of call 
outs, drug overdoses and concerns about ill people not re-
ceiving sufficient support. The street is a quiet no through 
road, easy walking distance to the shops and the block itself 
resides next to one of the most significant historical res-
idences in Hunters Hill. There is a stark contrast between 
the quiet grace of the historic residence nestled in gener-
ous shade and the sheet curtained windows of the 50s built 
Housing complex exposed to the heat and glare but conven-
iently hidden from the public gaze. 

Built over Sydney sandstone with 2 levels sitting below 
street level, the ground level receives little light, and has been 
colloquially referred to as Death Row – following a number 
of drug overdoses. Cut into the rock these units are prone 
to mould, damp and over the last several years have been 
difficult to tenant. There is a central atrium which has three 
mature beautiful Bangalow palms which soar up to the light 
and display their bunches of inflorescence flowers - many 
residents comment on their beauty. However, there is no soil 
to plant additional plants, the ground is damp and littered 
with rubbish, and until recently dead gold fish could be seen 
thrown out on the ground from a resident fish breeder. 

The block had been quite stable and quiet until about six 
to seven years ago, then Housing started to increase their 
unit allocations to 30 to 40 year olds with drug and alco-
hol issues and mental illness. Alleged drug dealings and 
anti-social behaviour increased with the community being 
negatively impacted by repeated drug overdoses, graffiti 
and vandalism. 

commUnity deveLoPment  
in HUnterS HiLL: 

wHat can be 
acHieved by 

a commUnity 
garden and 
art Project 

a GaRDEN aND aRT PRoJECT ISN’T 
GoING To CoMPLETELy fIx THINGS IN 

THIS HoUSING NSW CoMPLEx, BUT foR 
christine hannan IT IS AN oPPoRTUNITy 

To SHINE A LIGHT oN THIS HoUSING 
CoMMUNITy, THE PoSITIVE CoNTRIBUTIoN 
THE TENANTS ACHIEVED AND To IDENTIfy 

THE ISSUES THAT REMAIN  
To BE ADDRESSED.

right: working 
with Community 

greening, a water 
efficient garden 

bed was put 
together, with 

native plants and  
a small amount of 

mosaic making 

below: before 
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The community was difficult to engage - 
worn out by a growing number of residents 
with alcohol, addictions and/or mental 
illness, the community felt invisible – 
stating they would complain and report to 
Housing and Police yet little changed. 

Agencies recognized that they were 
individually responding to incidents 
and complaints and in theory could see 
the benefit from greater collaboration. 
My agency, Hunters Hill Ryde Commu-
nity Services (HHRCS) was delivering an 
Emergency Relief program – which 20% 
of the residents were regularly using, 
highlighting the cycle of addiction and 
mental health issues many vulnerable 
residents were experiencing. 

An earlier attempt at collaboration 
between Council, Police, Housing, 
Tenant Participation Resource Service 
(TPRS) and HHRCS resulted in one joint 
meeting and one social BBQ day on site. 
Housing recognised that more needed 
to be done and awarded HHRCS with a 
community development grant.

ThE GaRDEN aND aRT PRoJECT
In 2014 HHRCS was awarded a grant from 
FACS Housing NSW to deliver a garden 
and art project. The residents dealt for 
years with complex issues - so a garden 
and art project wasn’t really going to 
fix things - and it hasn’t - but it was 
an opportunity to shine a light on the 
complex and provide an outlet for a posi-
tive contribution from the community.

The garden and art project was 
delivered from January through to 
September 2015. A community artist 
was contracted to assist with the art 
project and HHRCS worked with the 
coordinator from the Botanic Garden’s 
Community Greening Team to help 
deliver the garden project. 

We decided to start with some 
balcony gardening as a way to intro-
duce ourselves and get a sense of 
what people wanted. The site had 
very limited space to develop other 
gardens. The idea was to support 
people with a gardening interest – 
rather than specifically develop a 
community garden. From previous 
experience with other garden projects 

we recognized that people value and 
enjoy gardening themselves but don’t 
necessarily want to do it together. Also 
the community was disengaged and 
those who did give feedback felt that 
attention should be given to tenancy 
and property management rather than 
art and gardening. 

We continued with the project and 
worked with those who were keen to 
contribute. Skilled and willing, there 
was a committed core of four residents 
and then about another six to eight 
who came when they could. Following 
discussions, and to maximize impact, it 
was decided to concentrate our efforts 
on the entrance way. Everyone uses the 
letterboxes, garbage bins and many 
enter the building via a central walk-
way. There had been a notice board 
and site directions – both of which had 
been vandalized and removed. Emer-
gency services and other first time 
visitors found it difficult to find the 
units due to the layout of the building. 

After getting permission from the 
Land and Housing Corporation (LAHC) 
we started by doing some painting, 
sanding and preparation of the site 
- residents worked hard to prepare 
the site. The next session was to do 
the wicker bed – low water use and 
native plants, and some small mosaic 
making. So working with Community 
Greening we put together a water effi-
cient garden bed. 

The following sessions involved 
working with the artist to design and 
produce a series of panel art to decorate 
the entrance way. It was decided to do 
botanical designs which reflect the 
beautiful palms in the atrium. Residents 
then worked with the artist to make the 
panels – this involved several sessions 
of careful stencil paint work. All the 
work took place on site at the front 
entrance and this created interest and 
feedback from the rest of the resident 
community. Each workday we provided 
lunch, BBQs and afternoon teas. 

As previously mentioned it soon 
became clear that residents had other 
concerns about health, safety and 
lack of support and that the project 

before and after: to maximise impact, residents 
concentrated on the entrance ways, working 
with a community artist to produce a series  
of panel art reflecting the palms in the atrium

“Residents had concerns 
... that the project was  

at risk of being  
‘window dressing’”

CoMMUNITy DEVELoPMENT
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was at risk of being ‘window dressing’. 
Reporting these concerns to HHRCS 
management, which sadly coincided 
with the suicide of a Housing resident 
in our local park, HHRCS Management 
wrote to local MPs and a meeting was 
called with Housing NSW, Hunters Hill 
Council, Mental Health and HHRCS. 
As a result, Housing agreed to several 
actions including: meeting with resi-
dents individually to better understand 
and address their concerns; following 
up on outstanding repairs; conducting 
a safety audit; giving greater attention 
to allocations and; exploring the possi-
bility of a community room. This was 
a significant commitment from Hous-
ing NSW and allowed us to deliver the 
program knowing that other concerns 
were receiving attention. 

PRoJECT ouTCoMES
The project resulted in: 
• Improvements to the entrance – now 

presents as functional and cared for;
• New relationships made between 

some tenants by working together 
on projects;

• An opportunity for residents to voice 
their concerns;

• A community garden bed;
• A community notice board and;
• Community art work - three weeks 

since completion of the project there 
was no vandalism evident to the art 
work. 
 

Collaboration assisted:
• Street lighting – tenants had been 

living for more than 30 years with-
out street lighting – Hunters Hill 
Council recently put in solar lighting 
as a result of a joint meeting;

• Greater on site management from 
FACS Housing Services;

• Good working relationships with 
local Lands and Housing Corporation 
which was integral to the delivery of 
the project. They were contactable, 
knew the site well and were sympa-
thetic to principles of community 
development. 

in common areas for months and in 
some cases years; many had given up 
reporting. In response to this, Hous-
ing frequently states they have not 
responded because they have no inci-
dent reports or witness statements or 
thought that the contractors had done 
the job. Tenants reply they have lost 
faith in the system and some feared 
retribution. So problems remain 
unaddressed, often until they are 
reported to a higher authority. 

Are social housing residents bear-
ing the burden of drug and alcohol 
issues and mental illness in the 
community? Over some years resi-
dents have put up with periods of 
abusive language, aggressive behav-
iour and damage to property, however 
most understand the difficult role 
Housing has; to provide housing to all 
those in need. I was struck by people’s 
compassion, acceptance and often 
skill at managing these situations. I 
wonder whether the broader commu-
nity would tolerate the behaviour 
frequently witnessed in some social 
housing complexes. These issues are 
conveniently hidden from the broader 
community and left to be dealt with by 
other disadvantaged residents. It also 
raises questions about allocations and 
how many ‘at risk’ tenants can you 
place in one complex; and how we can 
find meaningful activities for under 
occupied residents.

Does the high caseload and turno-
ver of Housing NSW staff contribute 
to the problems? In the two years 
that I have been associated with the 
complex there have been four differ-
ent client service officers (CSOs). Each 
one had hoped to achieve improve-
ments. Twenty per cent of all Hous-
ing residents have serious mental 
illness and each CSO has a caseload 
of approximately 400 tenancies – how 
can any CSO effectively manage that 
size and complexity of a portfolio? 

christine hannan is the social support worker 
at hunters hill ryde community services inc. 

a Personal story 
Phil, a resident, deals with mental 
health issues and addictions; he 
is in his late 30s, has a friendly 
demeanour and calls everyone 
“mate”. He was a regular participant 
in the work days – he sanded, 
painted and helped establish the 
garden. Since the formal part of the 
project has finished I have returned 
to the site several times early in the 
morning to check on the plants – Phil 
always comes down to have a chat 
and is keen to know when the next 
work day is happening. He said to 
me one morning that he was “very 
proud of the garden and the way he 
laid out the plants” and talked about 
the colours, the flowers and the 
insects that come, he then started 
to reminisce about the different 
jobs he had done in his earlier life. 
He gave me some advice – “when 
you retire mate – you need to have 
something to do – cause wakin’ up in 
the morning with nothing happenin’ 
messes with your mind”. I think Phil’s 
right. 

• Working with Community Greening 
- having worked in partnership with 
this program in three complexes, 
this program continues to deliver 
commitment, support and reliability. 

• Support from TPRS as needed – 
practical and strategic. 

The week following the completion of 
the projects, there were two assaults, 
one resulting in charges and incarcera-
tion. This suggests there is plenty more 
work to be done.

QUESTIoNS RAISED 
Why does it take a letter to the Minis-
ter to get action? Tenants had been 
reporting problems with anti-social 
behaviour, disruption, longstanding 
maintenance issues, broken windows, 
rubbish and dumping, lack of cleaning 

CoMMUNITy DEVELoPMENT
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with 75% of residents – just under 
150,000 people – living in strata 

regulated dwellings, the City of Sydney 
is one of the most densely populated 
local government areas in Australia. 
As the population of the City contin-
ues to increase, the number of people 
living in high-density developments 
is also likely to rise. And, it is expect-
ed that by 2030, the City will have an 
extra 61,000 strata titled dwellings. 
Indeed, by 2030, it is expected that al-
most half the state’s population will 
live in strata.

Faced with this unique set of circum-
stances, and in the light of several 
academic articles about the issues and 
needs of people living in high-density, 
the City of Sydney established the 
Strata Skills 101 program to support 
residents, both owners and tenants, in 
high-density communities. 

The process of learning the language 
of strata builds confidence and helps 
residents to understand their rights 
and responsibilities in strata schemes. 
This process encourages cooperation, 
compromise and community in any 
size strata scheme. It also allows resi-
dents to take an active role in their 
strata community.

The City’s Strata Skills 101 program 
consists of a series of workshops, 
which aim to build the skills, knowl-
edge and strata literacy for the City’s 
strata residents, as well as those who 
are considering becoming part of a 
strata community. 

The program is divided into three 
key areas: Building, Governance and 
Communication and Community. It is 
designed to improve communication 
within strata schemes and increase 

the capacity of residents to overcome 
common areas of conflict within strata 
– such as noise, parties, pets, parking 
and recycling and waste – resulting 
in not just an improved amenity, but 
improved social cohesion, adaptive 
capacity and resilience within the 
strata scheme. 

Workshops explicitly promote 
formal and informal strategies for 
building community and creat-
ing high-rise harmony. Workshops 
include High-rise Harmony: Commu-
nication strategies to create a sense 
of community in your building; The 
New Executive Committee Member: 
Individual needs or the collective 
good?; Strata Paws: Living with pets in 
high-rise apartments; PETiquette: For 
pet owners in apartments; and High-
rise Compatibility: Will you be well 
matched with your new home?

So, how do you build community 
within your strata scheme? If you are 
an owner, you could join the Executive 
Committee. The Executive Committee 
is the best place to become engaged 
and to engage others. Once on the 
Executive Committee, you can then 
welcome residents to attend more 
open style Executive Committee 
meetings, where all residents are able 
to contribute. This will encourage 
residents to raise issues for discussion 
and resolution by the committee, and 
provide residents with the opportu-
nity to connect and become familiar 
with the building’s by-laws.

A simple yet effective strategy is to 
communicate. Keep everyone advised 
of updates and developments in the 
building – ranging from the status of 
building works, repairs and mainte-

nance issues, to upcoming events or 
meetings. Residents in the City area 
have told us about simple platforms 
they have created for better commu-
nication in their building, such as an 
apartment newsletter, a Facebook 
group, an interactive website and a 
resident handbook. Sometimes it can 
be as simple as saying ‘hi’ when you 
pass your neighbours.

Often in strata schemes, the only 
communication you have with your 
neighbours is through rigid and formal 
strata meetings, or through brief and 
casual interactions in common areas. 
In addressing this, residents have 
spoken to us about how they have 
joined or established dog walking 
groups, or mother’s groups, or other 
types of groups in the building, and 
how these can be useful ways to get to 
know your neighbours; as can hosting 
events and gatherings on ‘common 
property’ to celebrate holidays and 
long weekends. Social gatherings 
within apartment complexes provide 
residents with the opportunity to build 
meaningful social connections, trust 
and rapport with their neighbours.

Ultimately, living in a strata scheme 
is a positive thing. Through shared 
responsibility and shared spaces, you 
have the opportunity to create your 
own special community that is char-
acterised by trust, social cohesion and 
resilience. Everyone wins.

if you would like to know more about the  
city of sydney’s strata skills 101 program,  
you can visit www.strataskills101.com.au  
for more information.

 
nelson tilbrook is a Policy and Program 
development officer, city life at city of  
sydney council.

Strata SkiLLS HeLP  
create commUnitieS 
WHAT DoES IT MEAN To LIVE IN A STRATA SCHEME? SHARED 
RESPoNSIBILITy, ShaRED ENJoyMENT, ShaRED SPaCES aND 
SHARED CoMMUNITy. nelson tilbrook DISCUSSES HoW 
STRaTa SKILLS CaN hELP IN CREaTING CoMMuNITy.

CoMMUNITy DEVELoPMENT



14 Inner Sydney Voice • Summer 2015/16 • www.innersydneyvoice.org.au

CoMMUNITy DEVELoPMENT

Successful community building al-
ways begins with the people as the 

focus. It is an organic process which 
requires understanding the people 
around you, their needs, wants, pas-
sions and what they want to gain from 
the place in which they live.

Any organisation must understand 
what emotionally motivates people, 
in order to understand how to create 
something they feel connected to, and 
driven by, for them to make a positive 
contribution. 

This can be even more important 
in the realm of social housing. Often 
misunderstood, social housing and 
its tenants find that social stigma 
can act as a barrier to them forming 
meaningful relationships with other 
people who live in the community. In 
my experience, successful community 
events and projects are a fantastic 

way of helping people overcome these 
misconceptions as they demonstrate 
the common interests they all share.

Meaningfully connecting with 
tenants can be a constant struggle for 
housing organisations because many 
of its residents have seen staff come 
and go, promising the world and then 
not delivering on those promises.

So how do you overcome this? It just 
takes time and trust. While it seems 
obvious, organisations must invest 
heavily in the time it takes to connect 
with residents in order to build trust. 

City West Housing has made a 
conscious effort to do this by investing 
resources in its ‘Place Making Initia-
tive’, which has been designed around 
the community at its latest develop-
ment, The Platform Apartments, in 
North Eveleigh, Sydney.

City West aims to ensure it is creating 

sustainable and successful communi-
ties. The Place Making Initiative was 
specifically designed to foster a group 
of residents that respects, values 
and helps enhance each other. This 
is partly about utilising and valuing 
tenants’ skills, experience, poten-
tial, local knowledge, culture and 
resources; so that the community can 
be improved by their involvement. 

The success of the community devel-
opment within The Platform Apart-
ments started with a Housewarming 
Celebration when the building opened. 
It acted as a great way for the residents 
to get to know one another and begin 
to organically build relationships. It 
also provided a basis for conversations 
about other things people might like 
to do together.

This leads to tenant-led projects 
such as the ‘Community Garden 

bUiLding  
commUnity in new 
SociaL HoUSing
THE PRoCESS of BUILDING  A HARMoNIoUS AND 
SUPPoRTIVE CoMMUNITy IN ANy SETTING IS A  
ChaLLENGE. IN ThE INNER CITy ThE TaSK CaN BE  
EVEN HARDER, WRITES rené mckenzie-low. 
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Group’, which, as a group, planted and 
will continue to care for the garden, 
sharing the produce amongst the resi-
dents. 

The Community Garden has given 
the tenants a physical project they can 
all make a contribution to and nurture 
over the years. Through their partici-
pation, the tenants can feel that they 
are enhancing the place where they 
all live and share and build upon their 
sense of community with their fellow 
neighbours. 

I like to relate this process to how 
it would feel if a stranger came to 
your home and asked you to be part 
of something that either you had no 
interest in or you didn’t feel you had 
time to support. Most people would 
politely say “thanks but no thanks” 
and offer no assistance to the project. 
Comparing this to a different scenario, 

if a close friend or someone who you 
knew was a trusted community 
member asked you to be part of a 
project, you wouldn’t say no straight 
away. You would at least think about 
it and be much more likely to offer to 
contribute or be part of the project in 
some form or another. This way, you 
are building trust with tenants, this is 
the cornerstone of successful commu-
nity building.

Whether it’s in social, community, 
affordable or private housing, all 
humans intrinsically have the same 
desire to be a part of something bigger 
than themselves. However, in our 
busy modern lives, it is important 
to remember that both parties must 
feel valued in order to remain content 
within this relationship. 

Community projects are an essential 
part in engaging a new community, 

breaking down the barriers of fear, 
initiating contact between people 
from vastly different backgrounds and 
demonstrating the common human 
traits they all share.

While projects that feature shared 
interests can be successful in engaging 
the community, they don’t guarantee a 
harmonious community. Through my 
many roles in the not-for-profit sector 
over the years, I have seen failures 
highlight areas where ego or organ-
isational benchmarks have affected 
the organic process of community 
building. 

These failures have demonstrated 
that you cannot push nor can you make 
community happen, it’s a process that 
involves; people, listening, time, trust 
and a genuine interest.

rené mckenzie-low is the community  
engagement manager at city west housing.

photos of community 
building activities 
at the platform 
apartments supplied 
by city west housing
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for me how to talk about community 
development is to position myself 

somewhere in what is a very contested 
and confusing cluster of ways of talk-
ing about something called communi-
ty development. I won’t make out I’m 
talking in some positivist, value-free, 
culture-free, objective way about that 
phenomenon called “community de-
velopment”. I’m not going to reference 
this article, not because I’m scared to, 
but because it is a personal story.

I’m going back to 1955, not because 
that’s when community development 
started, but because I see that is when 
the community work I practised, 
shifted its shape into something else. 

I was practising youth work in a large 
religious youth organisation – not 
paid for my work, a volunteer in an 
organisation which was pretty much 
self-governing and self-financing, 
under the oversight of the church’s 
governance. It was an organisation not 
isolated or cut off from our wider soci-
ety, but not obliged to take account of 
our wider society nor be accountable to 
our wider society. 

Although I couldn’t have articulated 
what I was aware of, the traditional 
forms of youth work were changing 
and I was to find myself right in the 
middle of those changes, and in the 
midst of wider social changes taking 
place. I think I’ve been very fortunate 
to be in that time.

I was 18, I’d done my National Service 
in an infantry battalion, I was repeat-
ing my first year at University. It was in 
April 1955 when a student burst into the 
Geology lecture theatre and announced 
a Teachers College student had been 
knocked down on the roadway outside 
the Union Steps and there was to be a 
demonstration. 

We all knew the Union Steps. They 
were the pedestrian entrance from 
Parramatta Road to the University, 

commUnity deveLoPment:

Standing  
witH diSSent
CoMMUNITy DEVELoPMENT MEANS DIffERENT 
ThINGS To DIffERENT PEoPLE. WE aSKED  
neil stuart To REfLECT oN HIS ExPERIENCE of 
CoMMUNITy DEVELoPMENT oVER THE LAST 50-60 
yEaRS aND hoW IT haS aND haSN’T ChaNGED. 

CoMMUNITy DEVELoPMENT
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right opposite the tram stop. Students, 
through their Student Representative 
Council (SRC) had been campaigning 
for years for a safe crossing. You know 
campaigning? It’s where, collectively, 
you argue with the authorities for a 
change to a situation; you go away 
thinking you’ve been listened to, but 
nothing changes. They, the authorities, 
might even agree to a consultation, but 
still nothing changes, except that you 
become more sceptical.

I went to the demo, along with 
several thousand other students. We 
spilled on to the roadway, blocking 
traffic in all directions. I shared in the 
sense of power, at last something was 
being done. The Police called in the 
Riot Squad. I saw them getting out of 
their buses, then coming towards us. 

They were dressed in their black 
leather gear, with their identification 
badges removed, and wielding batons. 
I saw violence, authorised by the 
State, being done to myself and other 
unarmed students, decent citizens. I 
couldn’t believe what I was witnessing. 
I couldn’t believe this was my people, 
my country, doing this to us.

I was a paid-up member of the SRC and 
of the Student’s Union. I voted in elec-
tions for fellow students to represent me. 
The SRC was subordinate to the Senate, 
the governing body of the University, 
and to the Government of NSW.

Some people have said that this 
experience radicalised me. I disagree. I 
was ready for that experience. I needed 
it to confirm where I was standing. 
Sometimes, perhaps many times, 
community development practice is 
a precursor to collective action. What 
doesn’t change is that both community 
development and collective action are 
postures of dissent. Community devel-
opment is dissent.

For me, community development 
happens when the collective lays out 
faithfully the ethical issues involved in 
the situation - what is the right action 
in this situation? Even when to do so, 
is going to result in rejection, being 
ostracised, being “slagged off at”.

What also doesn’t change is that the 
collective outs itself by putting itself 

in the arena where the situation is 
publicly contested. Community devel-
opment does not happen privately, 
hidden from view. 

Once, after I had taken part in a 
protest march through Sydney, a 
person phoned our place and told my 
mother she had seen me on TV News. 
I don’t know whether the phone call 
was made in malice, but my Mum, ever 
loyal, said: “Oh yes. Neil often does 
that sort of thing.” Dissent, public 
dissent, is normal.

Community development is not the 
actions of professional community 
workers, paid for their astuteness in 
conceiving and shaping communi-
ties. Community development is what 
happens when a group of people arises 
or emerges to bring about some change 
in a situation they share. 

They are all community workers, 
owning their existence and their 
actions, changing themselves from 
time to time, as the situation unfolds. If 
there is a place or need in this for paying 
for the work of someone, then that work 
is like unto the work of a midwife. 

What I see as the professionalising of 
community work is a big change over 
the last 60 years. I regret that in the 
1950’s, 1960’s and 1970’s I was a strong 

advocate for the professionalising 
of youth work and for state and local 
governments making grants to forms 
of youth work. 

Since that money mostly paid for the 
wages of youth workers, then it was 
not a big step to seeing youth workers 
as agents of government and social 
policies. I finally got out of youth work 
when I concluded that I was virtually an 
agent of social control and a prisoner of 
forms of youth work which privileged 
the professional youth workers.

A long-held view of community 
development is that it empowers the 
group or community with whom the 
community development worker is 
working. I disagree – I don’t empower 
anyone else, I’m not empowered by 
anyone else. I have the sense that the 
speaker of the word “empowerment” 
does not fully recognise this commu-
nity, this group who is not being 
spoken of, as they are, but primarily as 
what they might become, according to 
the values, the culture of the speaker – 
which is to practice colonisation. 

When working alongside indigenous 
people in the Upper Blue Mountains, 
the group I’m a member of has tried 
to work in such a way that we do not 
speak for those indigenous people.

Since the 1980’s I have tended to be 
part of a practice of collective work 
which means being in groups where 
members respect each other as they 
are, where the members are self-de-
termining, self-financing, equal in 
rank, resisting in as many ways as 
possible coming under the domination 
of government. 

Am I enthusiastic and optimistic 
for community development? Am I a 
believer for community development? 
The best I can say for both questions 
is to say, yes, I am for what I mean by 
“community development”. 

neil stuart has been active in many groups in 
the inner city, including isrc, before moving 
to the blue mountains. he has spent 23 years 
as a part time and full time community welfare 
teacher in tafe. neil is one of five authors, 
(others being John rule, kate nolan, roy bishop, 
and gael kennedy) who have this year had the 
book anthill: a place of knowledge about 
community work and community management 
published by borderlands co-operative ltd. 

“I saw violence, 
authorised by the State, 

being done to myself 
and other unarmed 

students, decent citizens. 
I couldn’t believe what 

I was witnessing. I 
couldn’t believe this was 
my people, my country, 

doing this to us.”

CoMMUNITy DEVELoPMENT
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CoMMUNITy DEVELoPMENT & CoMMUNITy SECToR

CLoSETED BUREAUCRATS DETERMINE 
oUTCoMES foR THE MoST VULNERABLE 
CoMMUNITIES AND ANy REAL 
PARTICIPATIoN By THESE CoMMUNITIES 
IS IMPoSSIBLE SAyS Julie sPies AS 
SHE REfLECTS oN CHANGES IN THE 
CoMMUNITy SECToR SINCE THE 1970s.

time to  
cHange

it’s time – 1972 – it seems people have had enough. Peo-
ple take to the streets. This momentum of people power 

moves to changing the entrenched beliefs that preserved 
the inequalities of the status quo by presuming the notion 
of the rights of class and privilege.

There was mass movement – the moratorium saw the 
withdrawal of troops from Vietnam. There were new 
conversations about bringing about equality, and dialogue 
opened up. Free tertiary education was made available 
– bright working class kids found their way to achieving 
ambitions that would previously have been out of reach 
for many. Free universal health care improved the health 
of workers and their families. But there were other conver-
sations – conversations that would, for example, change 
the situation for many marginalised, poor families; bring-
ing about a level playing field and, most importantly, this 
conversation included the working class. 

DouGLaS STREET PaRK
In 1975, amidst the backdrop of this wave of change, the resi-
dents of Douglas Street Redfern took over an unused block 
of land to make a playground for the 80+ children living in 
the street, to keep their kids safe. This was an extraordi-
nary event. Local community services stood beside a disen-
franchised community supporting, advising, encouraging. 
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It was the residents, who after years 
of pointless consultations took the 
matter into their own hands. Workers 
from the Australian Assistance Plan 
(AAP), Inner Sydney Regional Council 
for Social Development, South Sydney 
Community Aid, architect students 
from Sydney University and Redfern 
House – Community Health stood with 
residents to change our situation. The 
Douglas Street People’s Park was born… 
and it, albeit smaller, remains today. 
But more importantly people’s lives 
were changed and community emerged. 

BuREauCRaCy DouBLE SPEaK
In the time since the 1970s the rhetoric 
seemed not to have changed so much 
with the emergence of middle level 
bureaucracy and the language of double 
speak. A perfect response by bureau-
crats dilutes and defuses unorthodox 
situations by co-opting the language 
of the working class. So when they 
now talk about concepts like commu-
nity capacity we indeed experience the 
opposite.

Vulnerable communities become 
further isolated with the weight of 
a huge bureaucracy burdening them 
with voluminous and infinite paper 
work. The job of a community worker 
moved from working with the commu-
nity to the management of paper.

The second and fatal effect of this 
transition ensures that the very people 
this system is trying to serve has made 
it impossible for them to participate 
and any real involvement in delivering 
outcomes has collapsed. Now the sector 
relies on suited men and red lipsticked 
women driving measured responses 
about how the sector delivers and more 
importantly what services are deliv-
ered.

As this process continues, we watch 
as a few closeted bureaucrats deter-
mine outcomes for the most vulnera-
ble communities, relying on statistics, 
decisions made in a void, without any 

It was simple and its simplicity won 
the ear of funders, but at this stage 
there wasn’t any ongoing money 
available. But perhaps it was worth 
a try. A pot of untargeted money was 
identified – not much, but enough. 
The plan might work. 

Firstly we identified people within 
our community who would be willing 
to be trained, screened and then act as 
carers with our partner Barnardos. 

Our aim was to create an informal 
support system within our community 
to ensure children could safely remain 
within their community. We did this 
by initiating a respite and support 
scheme for families with Barnardos. 
Families were also supported through 
other Kooloora instituted programs 
e.g. Veged Out (our fruit and vegeta-
ble co-operative) and supported play 
groups.

Kooloora employed a community 
worker and a counsellor, and within a 
year 22 families were being supported. 
The program cost $75,000. 

A year later and there was no money. 
We weren’t defunded – just not given 
any more, and the program crum-
bled. Kids were removed. Families and 
community fractured. 

Now what’s the cost of not finding 
that small amount of money for a 
project that worked? Even if we speak 
in the financial language of the suited 
ones, the cost to support these kids in 
care alone has trebled. 

Then there is the intergenerational 
cost - and not just the measureable 
financial cost to the state. The effect 
of damage to the taken children, their 
families, and the neighbourhood will 
manifest itself in our children’s time. 

Hopefully our children will recog-
nise what we did not, and take with 
them the lessons of history and know 
again…IT’S TIME.

reflections when leaving by Julie spies after 
standing with the kooloora community for a 
lifetime. 

Julie spies

community reference and input. 
This process is further marred by the 

erosion of the noble ideal of creating 
a level playing field. The concepts of 
universal health, education and hous-
ing revert to being a prerogative of 
privilege rather than a right for all. We 
watch these services being strangled 
through privatisation.

KooLooRa
Kooloora Community Centre is a small, 
modestly funded multifunction neigh-
bourhood centre. 

Although situated in the more afflu-
ent eastern suburbs, the South Ward is 
traditionally seen as the poor relation 
to the wealthier and better resourced 
suburbs in Randwick.

Kooloora has always been commit-
ted to ensuring equitable outcomes, 
believing that people in disadvantaged 
communities have different needs 
and ways of responding to a diversity 
of situations, and this must be recog-
nised in the operation and delivery of 
programs. 

ILLUSTRATING THE PRoBLEM
So, as our community watched families 
struggle in this hostile environment, 
we came up with a plan for the commu-
nity to take responsibility for support-
ing vulnerable and at risk families.
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i still miss Marg – a strong, ethical and 
unorthodox person that I first met 

in the 1970s. As a community leader, 
founder of the Inner Sydney Region-
al Council for Social Development and 
former City of Sydney councillor, Marg 
had much to teach young people such 
as me starting out in community de-
velopment. I learned a great deal from 
Marg in my early career working on 
housing estates and in neighbourhood 
centres. Whether correcting an article 
for Inner Voice, advising on how to run 
a public meeting or providing contacts 
for a campaign, Marg gave generously 
of her time. 

Marg also inspired in me a strong 
sense of social justice. She cared about 
the material conditions and the rights 
of the poor in the inner city neighbour-
hoods where she lived. And she had no 
qualms about taking a position on the 
impact of redevelopment and ‘urban 
renewal’ on those with the most to lose. 
The fights led by Marg are legendary.

Following her death in February 
2001, Deirdre Grusovin, the then state 
member for Heffron, wrote in her 
statement to the NSW Parliament: 

It was Marg Barry who led the fight in 
1976 to prevent the then Labor Govern-
ment from implementing the Housing 
Commission plan for Waterloo. Jack 
Ferguson, as Minister for Housing, was 
committed to a government policy of 
slum clearance for Waterloo, which 
already had two tower blocks, and 
more were scheduled for construction. 
At that time it was unheard of—and 
there was certainly no obligation or 
requirement on government—to have 
community consultation or negotiation 
with resident action and local activist 

stefanie Pillora REfLECTS oN hER TIME WoRKING 
WITH MARG BARRy AND WoNDERS HoW SHE WoULD 
RESPoND IN THIS AGE of SoPHISTICATED CoMMUNITy 
CoNSuLTaTIoN METhoDS WhICh SEEK To avoID ThE 
NoISy MINoRITIES MARG CHAMPIoNED.

government or about specific devel-
opments. The methods of consultation 
have become increasingly sophisti-
cated. The focus is on seeking repre-
sentative community views so as not to 
be seen to be negotiating with so called 
noisy minorities. 

I am bothered by the term ‘noisy 
minority’ which is used to shut down 
dissenting views, whomever expresses 
them. It includes people regarded as 
community leaders who are committed 
to public interest and to representing 
those members of a community who 
are least able to represent themselves. 
People like Marg Barry.

If Marg were around I think she 
would also challenge the assumption 
behind these method driven consul-
tations, that community life is based 
around consensus and dialogue. She 
would not favour this orthodox posi-
tion of ‘non-oppositional dialogue’ 
as opposed to an understanding of 
community, ‘that turns on grassroots 
oppositional action’ to use Brian Elli-
ott’s model in his 2010 Constructing 
Community (page 23).

Marg did not achieve an outcome for 
local communities through reasonable 
dialogue alone. Following the fight 
led by Marg referred to by Deirdre 
Grusovin in her speech to Parliament, 
there was to be no more resumption of 
private homes in Waterloo and no more 
high-rise. In that speech Grusovin also 
said of Marg ‘she caused much heart-
burn to a fair share of bureaucrats.’ 

While she stayed engaged in public 
debates, she was not afraid of dissent, 
of being ‘noisy’, however uncomfort-
able for decision makers. At a time of 
increasing cynicism about the integ-
rity of consultation processes and the 
co-option of ‘community’ for institu-
tional purposes, community leaders 
like Marg Barry provide a source of 
inspiration.

stefanie Pillora currently undertakes  
short term assignments for local  
government and the non profit sector.

marg barry and noiSy minoritieS

groups. That all changed when Marg 
challenged government and organised 
Community Resistance…Marg said 
that no government could be involved 
in creating the slums of the future. 

Community consultation has since 
become an integral part of the devel-
opment process. In NSW generally, 
but particularly in the inner city, local 
residents have been consulted a lot 
in recent years – whether about the 
planning system, the future of local 

“She caused much 
heartburn to a fair  

share of bureaucrats.”

marg barry in the successful campaign  
to close the waterloo incinerator.

CoMMUNITy DEVELoPMENT & CoMMUNITy ENGAGEMENT
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consultation. Participation. En-
gagement. These contemporary 

buzzwords of urban life are littered 
throughout government policy and 
legislation, in academic books and 
journals, and even in the action plans 
of developers themselves. Everyone 
apparently agrees that to achieve the 
best development outcomes the people 
affected by urban change must be in-
volved at some level in decisions. But 
since Sherry Arnstein published her 
‘Ladder of Citizen Participation’ almost 
fifty years ago, we have known that true 
engagement is rare and that practice 
does not always live up to the rhetoric.

Firstly, full disclosure: The Univer-
sity where I work has just accepted 
funds from UrbanGrowth NSW 
(UGNSW) for several scholarships. 
One funded student will be conduct-
ing a two-year study of community 
engagement practices and methods 
designed to assist UGNSW in its best 
practice drive. You may see this as a 
conflict of interest on my part – and 
you might be correct – but for me 
it also suggests a very encouraging 
openness to learning, and to creating 
and testing new knowledge and meth-
ods of engagement. Having said that, 
the huge challenges of identifying and 
engaging stakeholders, then weighing 
and incorporating their needs and 
ideas, remain. 

A couple of the strategies outlined 
by Abbie Jeffs in UrbanGrowth NSW: 
Participation a key to city transforma-
tion illustrate this. Abbie writes about 
how honesty can counter ‘negative 
community attitudes to develop-
ment’ and ‘low trust in the planning 
system’. In Sydney such attitudes 
are historically well justified and 

informed locals are acutely aware of 
the immense political and economic 
pressure on UrbanGrowth to deliver 
financial returns on the globalisation 
of the city. It is certainly true that clar-
ity about ‘how engagement works with 
decision-making and what opportuni-
ties there are to influence outcomes’ is 
an essential element of building trust 
with the community – but we should 
also acknowledge that trust is not 
always going to be the most productive 
attitude for residents, and that a strong 
dose of continuing cynicism is a good 
thing in community engagement. 

Representativeness is frequently 
cited as the biggest challenge for 
engagement processes – how to get 
beyond the ‘usual suspects?’ Urban-
Growth’s traditional public invitations 
to participate are to be supplemented 
by panels of residents constructed 
to be ‘broadly representative of the 
wider community’. Panel members 
are individuals selected to represent 
a category or class of residents rather 
than existing local organisations, 
while panels are designed to provide 
continuous feedback over an extended 
period. The first question to be asked 
about this practice is ‘who decides 
which classes or groups of residents 
will be represented?’ and if panellists 
don’t have strong networks behind 
them, how can they effectively influ-
ence the agenda?

Research and experience also high-
lights the danger in this model of panel-
lists being co-opted (the Stockholm 
Syndrome) or, perhaps worse, of the 
perception of this happening amongst 
the wider community - thus damaging 
the credibility of the whole process. 
Behind this is the deeper question 

of whether such a potentially flawed 
version of representativeness should 
be preferred over deeply networked 
relationships with self-identified 
constituencies, each with their own 
accountability practices.

The aim to be inclusive, to broaden 
the scope and scale of participation, 
is laudable and necessary, especially 
given the scale and likely impact 
of projects like The Bays. But the 
language of proponents of develop-
ment inevitably assumes consensus 
politics – until it doesn’t. Abbie Jeffs 
concedes that in the end there are 
competing and conflicting stake-
holder interests, and hopes that a 
robust engagement process will see all 
parties accept the outcome. 

Unfortunately, this is not how our 
planning system always works – more 
often than not, those with a financial 
stake, and the economic means to do it, 
escalate unfavourable decisions to the 
courts or through political networks in 
endless efforts to get what they want. 
And frequently forces and events outside 
the planning system, and indeed outside 
the city, have a much greater influence 
on what finally happens than even these 
processes. 

Ultimately I think it is possible for 
UrbanGrowth to effectively engage 
community stakeholders and even in 
some instances UG and local commu-
nities will be allies or partners, but 
the biggest challenge for community 
engagement strategies is to imbue 
them with some authority, and to 
make the outcomes stick. 

associate Professor michael darcy, is an inner 
sydney resident, researcher and is director of 
the urban research Program at the university 
of western sydney.

THE SPRING ISSUE 2015 of ISV oUTLINED URBANGRoWTH  
NSW’S CoMMITMENT To BEST PRaCTICE CoMMuNITy  
ENGAGEMENT AND SET oUT SoME DETAILS of HoW IT IS GoING 
ABoUT IT. IN THE SPIRIT of ENGAGEMENT michael darcy  
TESTS SoME of THoSE IDEAS AGAINST ExPERIENCE. 

tHe cHaLLenge  
of commUnity  
engagement
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i was encouraged by the article, “Ur-
banGrowth NSW: Participation a key 

to city transformation” by Abbi Jeffs 
on behalf of UrbanGrowth NSW. It’s 
heartening to see a reflective practi-
tioner working in government setting 
out the parameters and it’s a valua-
ble contribution. To know that Urban-
Growth is following IAP2 and National 
Centre for Dialogue and Deliberation’s 
guidance is also encouraging.

What concerned me was the lack 
of reference to a corporate policy, a 
government policy with guidelines—
or even an acknowledgement of the 
corporate memory of the organisation. 
I hope I have this wrong, but initially it 
seemed to me that UrbanGrowth was 
starting its policy all over again and 
articulating it in response to a request 
from this journal, rather than reflect-
ing its corporate learnings and a high-
level policy framework.

In living memory, UrbanGrowth 
NSW was Landcom—they had an 
engagement policy and guidelines. The 
document is still on the UrbanGrowth 
website in the form of the Stakeholder 
Consultation Workbook. For practition-
ers like me, that Workbook provided 
direction and reassurance and it is defi-
nitely a good starting point. 

Updating that outdated document is 

not enough, however. We need more 
from UrbanGrowth NSW and the 
Department of Planning and we need it 
now. Here are some preliminary ideas 
on where I believe they need to start.

WHERE To START?
A robust policy
I believe that the NSW Government and 
UrbanGrowth NSW need a robust policy 
with organisational endorsement and 
high-level political support—prefera-
bly one that is worked out with genuine 
involvement of community represent-
atives. It needs to go well beyond the 
somewhat stale directives of the IAP2 
Spectrum, which is now widely regarded 
as out-of-date. I suggest that they have a 
look at the Capire Triangle developed by 
skilled practitioner, Amy Hubbard, from 
Capire in Melbourne (diagram opposite). 
Critically, what is innovative (and appro-
priate) about the Triangle is the empha-
sis on relationships. The UrbanGrowth 
article does not mention relationships. 
That seems to be missing, in my view. 

A set of guiding principles that operation-
alise the policy and make it actionable
Guiding engagement principles that go 
with the policy must also be developed 
through a consultative process. These 
principles will help to guide the Urban-

Growth NSW and State Government 
staff and give confidence to them and to 
developers and community members. 
They can also provide the basis for an 
evaluation framework. A co-production 
model used in the preparation of the 
guiding principles (which could be taken 
down to the level of specific guidelines) 
would allow for shared ownership of the 
principles.
 
A robust evaluation framework
There are many models available that 
could be tied to evaluating the outputs 
that would result from implementing 
the above suggestions. I’m encouraged 
by UrbanGrowth’s attempts at eval-
uation and the fact that they publish 
their results. If evaluation processes 
were always formative and not solely 
summative, UrbanGrowth NSW could 
tweak its processes as they go without 
being seen to have ‘failed’. We are all 
aware that urban renewal is very tricky 
and there inevitably will be failures 
along the way. If UrbanGrowth NSW 
could continue to open itself to form-
ative evaluation processes, everyone 
would benefit and the capacity of the 
community would be strengthened, 
as well as the relationship-building 
opportunities for informed deci-
sion-making. I could imagine Urban-

Some ideaS for UrbangrowtH nSw:  

Leading-Practice  
commUnity engagement
CoMMUNITy ENGAGEMENT SITS AT THE HEART of PLANNING AND IT IS IMPoRTANT 
THAT ENGAGEMENT PRACTICE BE CoNTINUALLy ASSESSED To ENSURE THAT WE 
REALLy Do ACHIEVE LEADING-PRACTICE oUTCoMES. wendy sarkissian REfLECTS 
oN HER ExPERIENCE IN CoMMUNITy ENGAGEMENT IN PLANNING To PRoVIDE SoME 
SUGGESTIoNS foR ENGAGEMENT By URBANGRoWTH NSW AND PLANNING AND 
ENVIRoNMENT NSW MoRE BRoADLy.
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Growth NSW representatives saying, 
‘We are just tweaking things, according 
to the evaluation framework’s infor-
mation.’ Moreover, in the community 
sector, people would perhaps be a bit 
more understanding. This approach 
would involve using pilot-tested eval-
uation questionnaires at every process/
workshop/event, so that all participants 
could openly track the effectiveness 
of the Government’s initiatives. This 
needs to be more than reporting that a 
certain percentage were happy with a 
session – it needs to provide transpar-
ency on the range of people’s responses 
and to have opportunities for commu-
nity members to help UrbanGrowth 
interpret findings.

I want to see successful community 
renewal in NSW, having seen both 
good and bad examples in my career. I 
fear that UrbanGrowth NSW will find 
that if they keep operating without a 
policy, principles and guidelines, or an 
explicit evaluation framework (for all 
projects and all stages) —they will come 
unstuck. To me, it’s simple governance: 
you have to have something by which 
you measure your effectiveness. And 
just getting ‘approvals’ is not the only 
(or best) measure.

foUR BENEfICIAL APPRoACHES
In this complex space, I believe that 
the following four approaches would be 
beneficial:
1. Rediscover and retain a corporate 
memory 
Let’s build on years of engagement work 
by the Government and Landcom—some 
of which was quite good, resuscitate 
those old guidelines, update them and 
make sure that they have high-level 
support. Put them out for review and 
consultation—with a view to further 
tailoring and updating. This approach 
would help both practitioners working 

caPire’s engagement triangle
The Engagement Triangle was created to assist clients of Capire Consulting 
Group to identify the desired outcomes for their engagement and ensure the 
maximum benefit for all projects and communities. The Engagement Triangle can 
also be used to map engagement techniques and stakeholder groups.

the engagement triangle booklet provides an overview of how to use the tool and provides 
recommendations about suitable tools and techniques given the intent of the engagement – it can 
be downloaded from www.capire.com.au/engagement-triangle

within government, as well as those 
working for government as consultants. 
And developers, of course.
In the case of UrbanGrowth NSW, we 
could start with a thorough review of 
the Landcom stakeholder consulta-
tion document in the light of previous 
Landcom experience, current Urban-
Growth NSW work and leading-prac-
tice community engagement—with 
a view to keeping the parts that work 

and are still relevant. This is a project 
that needs an adequate budget but 
it would not be that difficult to do.  

2. A focus on capacity strengthening 
To explain the complexities of the highly 
contested realms of urban renewal, 
we need a capacity-strengthening 
model that pays attention to commu-
nity education. We wrote about that 
at length in chapter 5 of Kitchen Table  
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Sustainability in 2009 and it seems highly relevant here. I’m 
always delighted to see how communities can learn and adapt 
when they are supported. In my practice, I was impressed by 
the example of a Perth developer negotiating the rate of return 
and the developer’s profit margins with community members 
in a large capacity-strengthening community workshop. This 
is complex work but it yields great results. To do it, however, 
you need to respect communities and their ways of learning 
and strengthening their own capacities.
 
3. Acknowledgement of the legitimacy of community space of 
engagement
This would involve co-production, co-planning and respecting 
the wisdom of the communities. As an example: where the bars 
and the student housing are to be co-located near Central Park, 
I wonder, as an occasional academic, longstanding student and 
occasional insomniac, how co-location will work if students are 
supposed to study and then sleep above bars and a late-night 
culture in a public space.  Within the community engagement 
space (as opposed to the government space), there has been a 
lot of discussion about potential conflicts and problems with 
the planning and management of this site. Are those discus-
sions reaching those in power? I hope so because I worry for 
the vulnerable, sleepless students. I’d like to see more discus-
sions, initiated and supported in the community spaces of  
engagement.

4. Genuine representativeness 
Here we need authentic processes, not just randomly selected 
panels, which make it looks as though planning is a rational, 
detached, objective, technical process— when it clearly is not. 
I’m all for citizens’ juries but I fear the supremacy of exclu-
sionary professionalism. We need hands-on models that 
get people (including government representatives and their 
consultants) broadly involved in planning contexts, ‘getting 
down and dirty’ with local people at the local scale. Listening 
to local stories and respecting ‘fine-grain’ perspectives.

foUNDATIoNS foR LEADING-PRACTICE ENGAGEMENT 
The UrbanGrowth participation article set out five best-prac-
tice principles. While they are good principles, they are not 
complete and they certainly do not constitute a ‘policy’. I 
believe we need something a bit more robust and up-to-date. 
I have looked at the principles in the article, made some 
comments and added a few guiding principles of my own that 
I think need to be considered.
Collaborative: The principle talks about working with Council 
but what about working with communities? And activists? 
And organisations committed to social and environmental 
change? This is the ‘A’ of the EATING (Education, Action, Trust, 
Inclusion, Nourishment and Governance) model in Kitchen 
Table Sustainability. It’s worth a look to see how collaboration 
and inclusion can work together. It’s particularly important 

looking elsewhere for guidance
There are such brilliant examples nationally and 
internationally of leading-practice community engagement. 

one of my favourite community engagement practitioners 
is also an academic: Karen umemoto at the university 
of Hawai‘i in Honolulu. Umemoto and her colleagues are 
true reflective practitioners. Based on their experiences as 
practitioners and upon both formal and informal reflection, 
they identify the following ten ways to nourish and sustain 
community engagement:
• common ground: Identifying and building common 

ground based on a shared understanding of problems, 
values, vision and potential for the future.

• values: Seeing and realizing the potential of cooperation 
and collaboration, building hope and efficacy with small 
short-term successes and moving towards larger, longer-
term efforts.

• inclusivity: Creating a safe, secure and inclusive 
environment for participation in planning, implementation 
and evaluation based on flexibility, respect, honesty and 
openness.

• leadership: Building leadership and community initiative 
to maintain growth and momentum.

• Collaboration: Normalizing collaborative practices 
among community leaders and dealing with differences 
constructively and with compassion.

• Capacity: Sharing practical tools and building relational 
networks that increase the capacity of organizations and 
individuals to achieve their individual and collectives’ goals.

• enrichment: Creating an environment for cultural and 
spiritual enrichment and social support and fulfilment.

• synergy: Creating discursive and kinaesthetic space for 
creativity, innovation and synergy.

• social learning: Building a learning community to 
continually draw lessons from the work through evaluation 
and self-reflection.

• adaptive Problem-solving: Constructively working 
through problems and differences together, and adapting 
strategies to changing conditions (Umemoto et al., 2015).

UrbanGrowth NSW could make a start by emulating the 
hawaiians. I’d be happy to make the introductions.

They could also consider refining and tailoring robust 
models, such as the Corridor Development Initiative 
in Minnesota with the award-winning Minnesota Block 
Exercise (developed by Harvard-based Australian planning 
academic, Dr Ann forsyth) and using the Capire community 
engagement Triangle. 

We would also benefit from urbanGrowth NSW’s use of 
sustainability indicators in engagement processes, as well as 
the use of genuine community visioning processes, based 
on evidence-based research about what works and what 
doesn’t work in community visioning in planning contexts.

CoMMUNITy ENGAGEMENT
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to explore the ways in which activists 
and advocates can be included—and 
respected—in these processes. I expect 
that UrbanGrowth and others would find 
that many consultants, for example, are 
keen advocates, eager to improve and 
enrich engagement processes.
Purposeful: Really, at the risk of sounding 
tautological, all our work must be that or 
we are not in the business of planning 
or development. This objective could 
be rewritten as community capacity 
strengthening. 
Proactive: Again, this is about capacity 
strengthening. 
Accountable: Here I’d say that Urban-
Growth NSW needs to cast a much wider 
net. I’m eager to review their engagement 
strategy for migrant communities, chil-
dren and young people. How will they 
reach beyond identified ‘stakeholders’ in 
the wider community of unaffiliated and 
hard-to-reach people? In my view, the 
emphasis on stakeholders is very old-hat. 
Interested people may not be affiliated 
but they still have an interest (as I have an 
interest in Kakadu and uranium mining 
there or in coal seam gas mining forty 
kilometres from my home).
Inclusive: Here I’d be looking to see their 
engagement processes for hard-to-reach 
people. Normally we think of children, 
young people, CALD communities and 
public housing tenants, but there are 
many others that don’t easily engage that 
need to be bought in to the discussions 
if it is to be broad-based. If community 
recognition of UrbanGrowth NSW and its 
project is low in a community, I’d wager 
that it’s an indication of a lack of engage-
ment. New strategies need to be devel-
oped to target those not engaged. 

To these original principles, I want to 
add the following:
Influence and governance: I want to 
ensure that there is a process whereby 
participation and consultation yield 
real actionable outcomes by setting up 
governance processes (like Account-
ability Groups) to ensure that the 
values of the gatekeepers with clout 
do not exclude community-generated 
ideas that do not coincide with their 

the attractive, evocative (and some-
what seductive) language of Delibera-
tive Democracy to explore the potential 
of other hands-on models that really 
work in planning contexts: models that 
involve a visceral approach to engage-
ment—as mentioned earlier, more 
‘getting down and dirty’ with local 
people at the local scale. There are some 
really innovative and leading-practice 
engagement processes happening in 
urban renewal around the world (see 
Looking elsewhere for guidance oppo-
site for a couple of ideas). 

CoNCLUSIoN
Maybe taking a leaf out of the book of 
the international symposium for the 
Bays Precinct, there could be a bring-
ing together of some of these experi-
enced practitioners. In such a context, 
Government and renewal bodies like 
UrbanGrowth NSW could explore lead-
ing-practice community engagement 
approaches to urban renewal and 
incorporate their learnings into NSW 
engagement policies, principles, prac-
tice and evaluation frameworks. 

The 2013 Planning White Paper 
pointed out the deficiencies of commu-
nity engagement in the NSW Planning 
System and proposed major changes in 
this area. While other changes in the 
White Paper have been progressed after 
the Bills failed to pass the NSW Upper 
House, we have yet to witness any move 
to address the community engagement 
deficiencies the White Paper identified. 

The issues raised in the UrbanGrowth 
NSW article and my comments here are 
crucial issues for the entire planning 
system—not only for UrbanGrowth. 
Hopefully, my comments will add to 
the discussion of these issues and to 
the much-needed policy, principles, 
practice and evaluation changes neces-
sary to see leading-practice community 
engagement adopted in NSW planning.

wendy sarkissian is an experienced engage-
ment practitioner and life fellow of the 
Planning institute of australia (Pia). she is one 
of the authors of kitchen table sustainability: 
Practical recipes for community engagement 
with sustainability (2009).

values. Roz Lasker’s salutary evidence-
based research Engaging the Commu-
nity in Decision Making: Case Studies 
Tracking Participation, Voice and Influ-
ence (2009) is seminal in this regard.
Capacity strengthening: This principle 
could have a community education 
component and involve more conver-
sations about the dollars. We only have 
to look at the tragic Bonnyrigg PPP 
community renewal example where the 
community was locked out of financial 
discussions that resulted in disaster for 
private owners, public/social tenants 
and private tenants alike when the 
private partner went bankrupt. That 
tragic process broke many hearts and 
probably resulted in the early deaths 
of some heartbroken elderly residents. 
Conversations with communities 
need to include budgets, timeframes, 
deliverables, assessment criteria and 
resourcing. After many years of work-
ing with communities all over Australia, 
I am convinced that ordinary folk can 
wrap their minds around spreadsheets. 
However, to reiterate a warning: care 
must be taken to avoid exclusionary 
professionalism in every instance.
Relationship building: It needs to be a 
principle in its own right and not merely 
a ‘result’ of other principles. It appears 
that this principle is totally missing in 
UrbanGrowth’s article. Relationship 
building is one of the hallmarks of the 
Capire Triangle.
Leading practice: I propose that Urban-
Growth NSW consider moving beyond 

We need hands-on 
models that get people 

broadly involved in 
planning contexts, 
‘getting down and 

dirty’ at the local scale. 
Listening to local stories 

and respecting ‘fine-
grain’ perspectives.

CoMMUNITy ENGAGEMENT
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URBAN DEVELoPMENT & HEALTH

in the slums of Rio de Janerio there 
were spaces to play created for chil-

dren to kick or throw a ball around. 
Somewhere to meet and laugh, make 
friends, and breathe harder through 
the smog to get fit.

Sure, it may be a harsh concrete 
surface, caged in by a rusty fence on 
the top of a crumbling building, but it 
is a space to play - even in the favelas. 
There is somewhere to meet a pretty 
basic human need for a place to be 
active for fitness and well-being.

Now compare that to the future we 
face living in the City of Sydney. 

Dozens of cranes are adding the next 
60-80 metres high towers of two and 
three bedroom apartments from Ulti-
mo-Pyrmont through to Green Square. 
Soon the 60 hectares of the prized Bays 
Precinct, and then the huge Central to 
Eveleigh project.

Mayor Clover Moore recently enthused 
about the City beating its population 
forecast three years early as “a huge 
vote of confidence in the City’s efforts to 
make Sydney an economic powerhouse 
that is also a great place to live.”

Sadly, when it comes to making sure 
the next 100,000 or so new residents 
have guaranteed new sporting fields 
and facilities, the line about a great 
place to live currently rings hollow.

The failure to guarantee new sport-
ing facilities as a fundamental princi-

ple of the major new housing projects 
in the City of Sydney catchment is an 
extraordinary failure of leadership at 
both the political and planning levels 
from Council, the State Government 
and its development agencies.

We are currently seeing an outcry 
by Pyrmont-Ultimo residents over the 
failure 20 years ago to make sure there 
was a school site planned for the future 
population. In the next ten years we 
are likely to see a greater outcry over 
planners ignoring a basic human need 
of adequate recreational facilities.

There are thousands of pages of 
academic research on the importance 
of active recreational sport creating 
social capital – through to the irrefu-
table health studies of how exercise is 
critical to well-being. 

Thousands of words are devoted 
each year to how children are unfit 
compared to previous generations and 
the blow-out in health budgets, due to 
heart disease and other illness, linked 
to a lack of exercise from childhood 
onwards.

There are also noble sentiments from 
various Government reports. Try this 
one: the NSW Government states that 
its vision is “of a community that uses 
sport and recreation to improve its 
well-being.” (Sport and Recreation 2011) 

Or this finding: “Participation in 
sport and active recreation is seen as 
a way to improve personal well-being 
and a forum for the creation of social 
capital by creating structures with 
the community that help strengthen 
social connectivity and resilience.” 
(Australian Sports Commission).

And another: “It is estimated that 
60% of all children aged 5 to 14 years 
participated in at least one organised 
sporting activity outside school hours”. 
(Children’s Participation in Cultural 
and Leisure Activities, Australia, 
Australian Bureau of Statistics).

For every 10,000 new residents in 
the new apartments, at least 40 per 
cent will want sporting facilities. With 
a younger demographic coming into 
apartments the figure is much higher 
based on the analysis by age brackets. 

SPaceS to PLay
GREATER DENSITy foR THE INNER CITy CoMES WITH 
IMPLICATIoNS foR oPEN SPACE. MUCH of THE SPACE 
IS DESIGNED foR PASSIVE USE AND ACTIVE USES ARE 
CoNfINED To WaLKING aND RIDING a BIKE.  
glenn burge aSKS WhERE WILL ThE ChILDREN aND 
THoSE THAT LIVE IN THESE NEW CoMMUNITIES PLAy.
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So why such a fundamental planning 
failure in the City of Sydney? Across the 
rest of Sydney and in other cities, there 
are thousands of parents involved in 
sporting clubs – the mums and dads 
career politicians usually fear – hold-
ing Councillors to account.

But here is the catch for the City of 
Sydney. There are virtually no SPORT-
ING clubs: the clubs cannot form as 
they are told there are no facilities. And 
with no clubs, there is no organised and 
effective way for thousands of parents 
to get together and force the outcome.

City of Sydney’s past 20 years is 
littered with examples of the failure 
to provide new fields and other basic 
human infrastructure needs - to ensure 
a healthy and vibrant community.

At Harold Park, despite City of 
Sydney’s own 2008 Stratcorp Recrea-
tional Needs Study admitting a facili-
ties shortfall, another 2,000-plus new 
residents have no new facilities. 

Even the developer, Mirvac, had 
suggested sporting fields (less top 
soil and rubble to remove) as part of 

the development but it was ignored. 
Later, Johnstons Creek Master Plan 
documents made the extraordinary 
comment that “access and parking 
made Harold Park an unsuitable loca-
tion for active recreation.” 

The signature 1990s renewal project 
at Ultimo-Pyrmont hadn’t even a 
cursory attempt to meet the future 
needs of the population: witness the 
fiasco of the Ultimo school develop-
ment, where the State Government 
finally admitted last December that 
it needed a school for 1,000 students. 
Why wasn’t this a part of the original 
1990s plans for the area?

Or Green Square. There will be at 
least 53,000 new residents. That is 
about the size of Leichhardt Munic-
ipality, which is still short of fields 
despite 10-12 fields for current resi-
dents including Leichhardt Oval.

For the City of Sydney, it has been 
easy so far to kick the problem of a 
lack of facilities across the borders to 
Councils elsewhere. Those children 
and adults that have no grounds or 
clubs head off to play in other Munici-
palities. But for how long?

Schools are zoned by post codes and 
give preference to people from in the 
area if there are more people than 
places. What happens to out of area 
kids in the future when clubs pressure 
local councils to cater first up for their 
own residents?

By the time the huge re-devel-
opment projects across the city are 
completed in the next 10 to 20 years 
there will thousands of extra children 
looking for somewhere to play. If you 
have any doubt, go and read all the 
UrbanGrowth glossy documents on 
the Central to Eveleigh project. You 
will find not one word of active recrea-
tional facilities mentioned.

The reason why active recreational 
space is ignored is very simple. There 
is not a requirement that new major 
developments must make provi-
sions for new sporting facilities in 
the developments to reflect the usual 

participation rates for new residents.
Don’t expect the property develop-

ers, or the conga line of urban plan-
ners, environmental planners, and 
architects that control the narrative 
around “Better Cities” to demand 
active open space.

For the Meriton and Mirvacs of the 
property world, in their minds, every 
hectare of land is valuable to squeeze 
in the apartment towers. They will 
never demand sporting facilities.

So, supported by compliant urban 
planners and architects, both private 
and in government, and planning 
academics, there has been a narrative 
accepted that open space only means 
cycle-ways, pocket parks and walk-
ways. Basically passive, not active space. 

Enough greenery to pass as open 
space, like a flowerbed. Or in the Urban 
Growth Central to Eveleigh document: 
you will feel fitter by “pounding the 
pavement as you go about your day to 
day activities.”

Often it is the State Opposition Party 
that shows leadership. But unfor-
tunately, Leader Luke Foley showed 
a lack of courage (or as Paul Keating 
might say “ticker”) by directing his 
Labor candidates last election not to 
support the Spaces to Play campaign 
request for a minimum of seven new 
sporting fields in the Bays Precinct.

 Most people at least acknowledge 
(though many disagree with) the 
economic arguments around urban 
renewal and higher population in the 
inner-city. But government at all levels is 
refusing to accept they are failing future 
generations of apartment dwellers by 
ignoring the economic and budget bene-
fits of healthier residents by providing 
new sporting facilities for them. 

glenn burge is convenor of the spaces to 
Play campaign (www.spacestoplay.com.au) 
and infrastructure advocate for Canterbury 
district football soccer association (whose 
eastern boundary is george street). glenn was 
until recently president of balmain dfc, the 
second largest football club in nsw with 2,380 
members.

in the slums of rio de Janerio, spaces were 
created for children to kick or throw a ball 
around but will there be places for children  
to play in high density sydney?
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fair Trading NSW has released a high level discussion 
paper, seeking input on a range of issues. The paper in-

cludes background and commentary on a number of known 
areas of concern for both landlords and tenants, and raises 
42 specific questions for consideration. It also invites com-
ment and discussion on any issues not raised. Submissions 
are invited, with a closing date of January 29th 2016.

The New South Wales rental market has changed over the 
last five years. As it happens, there’s a whole lot more of it... 
more tenants, more rent, more landlords, more debt, more 
high prices, more tenants, more rent - you get the picture. 
Now this might come as a surprise to some, such as those 
who suggested the market might dry up if, for example, 
landlords had to install water efficiency measures before 
passing on water usage costs to tenants. But it’s no surprise 
to us.

And it’s no surprise that tenants aren’t doing as well as 
others out of it, either, given the architects of the Act set out 
to ‘balance’ the interests of those looking for wealth in the 
rental market with those who live in it. If such a balance is 
possible, or even desirable, it hasn’t been achieved, and the 
New South Wales rental market remains a dangerous place 
to live. This can be fixed. 

When the Act is reviewed, this question of balance needs 
to be revisited. Increased investment amid rocketing house 
prices over the last five years should give the NSW Govern-
ment an incredible amount of comfort that shoring up 
the position of tenants will have no impact on landlords’ 
appetite for more. Landlords will always occupy a position 
of relative power in their relationships with tenants - they 
own the property, they call the shots. 

Our renting laws should be designed to protect tenants 
from the careless, reckless or deliberate exercise of that 

power to their detriment, at the same time as ensuring 
they take responsibility for their own detrimental 

acts or omissions within this relationship. That’s 
less about balance, and more about acknowledg-

ing how the power imbalance actually works.
There are a couple of key points where the 

Residential Tenancies Act completely fails to 
do this, and these should be the focus of its 
review. Most notably, the Act allows landlords 
to end tenancies without a reason, which makes 
the rental market extremely insecure for those 

who live in it. It also makes tenants very wary 
about how and why they approach landlords on 

questions of repairs and maintenance, or whether 
a rent increase is justified, or perhaps even how often 

nSw renting 
LawS Under 

review
THE LoNG AWAITED fIVE yEAR STATUToRy 

REVIEW of THE RESIDENTIAL TENANCIES 
ACT 2010 HAS BEEN ANNoUNCED  

AND THE TENANTS UNIoN IS  
ENCoURAGING SUBMISSIoNS. 
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they’ve been coming around to check 
up on the place.

The Tenants’ Union says we should 
make ending tenancies without a 
reason a thing of the past. This will be 
very easy to do, by replacing the ‘no 
grounds’ provisions in the Act with a 
number of grounds on which landlords 
might genuinely need to end a tenancy. 
The question should be whether the 
landlord has a valid purpose that 
genuinely requires the property to be 
vacant, because displacing an estab-
lished household should require noth-
ing less than a good reason.

Then there are the provisions about 
repairs and maintenance. Currently, 
the law lets landlords off the hook too 
easily for failing to carry out repairs. 
Tenants can observe this in two ways: 
first, when they try to get repairs done; 
and second, if they try to end their 
tenancy because repairs are unsatis-
factory. The problem is that landlords 
can avoid their repair obligation by 
showing they have acted with ‘reason-
able diligence’ - which may sound fair 
enough on a first reading, but what it 
does is actually not fair enough at all. It 
moves the question of what the land-
lord has done to repair something away 
from the question of what else they 
could be doing, and places it instead 
within the question of whether there 
is a need to fix something at all. The 
Tenants’ Union says this can be made 
better by moving the ‘reasonable dili-
gence’ considerations to the question 
of remedy, rather than breach, when a 
tenant asks for repairs.

And of course, there are issues 
around how and when landlords can 
increase rents. The law allows land-
lords to increase rents almost at will, 
leaving it up to tenants to put the 
brakes on rent hikes by showing them 
to be excessive. The Tenants’ Union 
says this is not reasonable, as it is 

more often the case that landlords will 
have access to the kind of information 
needed to show such a thing. Instead, 
landlords should be required to show 
that a proposed increase is not exces-
sive, if it is to exceed the consumer 
price index. For proposed increases 
that are below this index, it could 
remain up to tenants to show how they 
are excessive.

There are several other aspects of 
the legislation that should be given 
a seriously close look during the 
course of the coming review. These 
include the coverage of the Act, which 
expressly excludes a number of rent-
ers on the basis of the type of accom-
modation they rent, or the kind of 
agreement they have - and for most 
of these marginal renters there is no 
other statutory regime to give them 
consumer rights, or giving the Tribu-
nal jurisdiction to mediate disputes 
with their accommodation providers. 
Included in this category are a grow-
ing number of share-house residents 
who might believe themselves to be 
tenants - and for whom the substance 
of their agreement with a head-tenant 

may give rise to such a belief - only to 
be left out of the Act because they have 
not committed to their agreement in 
writing. This needs to change.

Of course, after watching it, working 
with it, and living with it for nearly five 
years we know that many other parts 
of the Act could use a little attention. 
We’ve recently produced a detailed 
report outlining where we think more 
changes should be made, which you can 
download and share from our website.

For the review there are 42 questions 
that people can reply to directly, or they 
can talk about something not raised in 
the paper if they feel it is important. 
Tenants’ experience and observations 
of the laws in action will be an inval-
uable contribution to this review so 
please have your say at http://surveys.
fairtrading.nsw.gov.au/Residential_
tenancy_submission_form.asp.

Fair Trading’s paper includes a 
section on “dispute resolution” which 
asks if current information, advice and 
advocacy services operate effectively. 
We think this is a great opportunity 
for tenants to let Fair Trading know 
that the Tenants’ Advice and Advo-
cacy Services are a much-needed part 
of this dispute resolution process, and 
that they should continue to be funded 
from the interest on tenants’ bonds. 
You can find out more about what 
happens with your bond at the More 
Bang for your Bond campaign website 
at www.yourbond.org.

Let’s make sure these questions 
continue to be asked: what do we like 
about our current renting laws? What 
needs to change? How do we bring 
about the kind of Residential Tenancies 
Act we want for where we live in New 
South Wales?

the above article has been adapted  
from material appearing on the tenant’s unions 
blog the brown couch -  
http://tunswblog.blogspot.com.au/

“Landlords will always 
occupy a position of 

relative power in their 
relationships with 

tenants - they  
own the property,  

they call the shots” 
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HEALTH AND AGEING

when the problem is finally re-
ported to authorities, generally 

following an accusation of breaking 
health codes, sanitation laws, or an-
ti-social behaviour regulations, the 
‘hoarder’ can face punitive legal ac-
tion, which can include having chil-
dren taken into care and/or eviction.

Catholic Community Services has 
been providing support to people 
affected by Hoarding Disorder and/or 
Living in Squalor since 2008.

WHAT IS HoARDING? 
The excessive accumulation of items 
such as clothing, newspapers, elec-
trical appliances, food packaging 
(with many such items appearing to 
have little or no value) and a failure 
to remove or discard them. While the 
accumulation itself may not necessar-
ily be an issue in all cases, this often 
means that the environment, in which 
they are being kept, becomes so clut-
tered that it can no longer be used for 
the purpose for which it was designed; 
consequently impacting on a person’s 
ability to carry out basic activities of 
daily living. 

WHAT IS SQUALoR? 
The accumulation of refuse and useless 
items as a result of impaired executive 
function can often result from brain 
disease and mental disorder; however, 
sometimes the accumulation is due to 
impaired mental or physical capacity 
to maintain one’s home. It is likely 
that those who live in squalor start 
doing so because of a complex inter-
play of triggers and vulnerabilities.

The multi-agency approach is the 
only sustainable option to support 
increasingly complex situations of 
hoarding and/or squalor

With no state-wide collaborative or 
coordinated approach to addressing 
the problem, all the well-meaning, 
but uninformed support services, who 
have received little relevant, or practi-
cal advice, about hoarding and squalor, 
will keep spinning in a revolving door 
of ineffective interventions.

For the other 95% of ‘hoarders’ that 
remain hidden, the impact of compul-
sive hoarding and the resultant squalor 
is a daily, and often overwhelming, 
intrusion into the household and social 
activities for them and their families.

Hoarding is not an individual prob-
lem. An estimated 46% of people with 
a hoarding disorder live with someone 
else; therefore, the social, mental, 
emotional and economic impact on 
families and the local community is 
profound and far-reaching.

Catholic Community Services has 
developed a person centred approach 
to working with an individual affected 
by hoarding, which is supported by a 
training programme that has a strong 
emphasis on flexibility for special 
needs groups. 

The purpose of the program is 
to disseminate that expertise and  
best practice through training work-
shops and education sessions wher-
ever it is required: thereby, building 
up a wide cohort of people from all 
sectors, organisations, and commu-
nities who will have a deep knowledge 
and interest in hoarding and squalor 
and the complexities that surround 
the issue.

mercy splitt is the service manager, hoarding 
and squalor consultancy, hoarding and 
squalor resource unit (hsru) at catholic 
community services nsw/act

beyond tHe cLUtter
RELATIVELy NEW PoPULATIoN RESEARCH ESTIMATES THAT oVER 600,000 PEoPLE, oR 
2.6% of THE CURRENT PoPULATIoN MAy SUffER fRoM A HoARDING DISoRDER WRITES 
MERCy SPLITT; yET, PoTENTIALLy oNLy 5% of THoSE PEoPLE EVER CoME To THE 
ATTENTIoN of STATUToRy oR NGo PRofESSIoNALS. 
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sPring  
1995

Vintage  
Marg Barry

In 1995 Marg Barry gazed into the next 
20 years of Regional Council based 
on her first 20 years. her focus on 
community development, keeping 
community in community services, 
communities being in control all fit 
nicely with the theme of this ISV. Her 
perspective of fashionable policies 
coming and going and opposing the 

excesses of the “powers that be” also 
provides a long term perspective to the 
issues of today.

Vault readers might enjoy the full 
Spring 1995 issue about the first 20 
years of ISRC. It is on the PDf Editions 
section of the ISV website. We also 
hope it generates stories and reflections 
we can use for our 40th anniversary! 
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