
1 8 S T R O N G E R  F A M I L I E S  L E A R N I N G  E X C H A N G E B U L L E T I N  N O . 4  S P R I N G / S U M M E R  2 0 0 3

start from local conditions and
existing plans, and build on com-
munity strengths and assets;

design processes to maximise local
participation, implementation, con-
trol and sustainability (use capacity-
building and action learning
processes);

value cultural strengths and 
work with cultural practices and
preferences;

be responsive to community needs,
priorities, capacities and timeframes; 

integrate new initiatives with exist-
ing programs and services;

forge real partnerships that feature
shared responsibilities, power and
mutual benefits;

ensure skills transfer strategies to
local people are built in where
external experts are employed; 

provide flexible funding arrange-
ments that allow adjustments 
to expenditure and activities in
response to learnings and changes
in local circumstances (this can
include developing multi-agency
contracts, so that the organisation
only has one set of reporting
requirements instead of four or five
if carrying out an initiative funded
from several sources); and

assess weaknesses and risks and
provide support commensurate
with those risks.

While these principles are applicable
in any setting, the circumstances of
Indigenous Australians require addi-
tional considerations. The range and
degree of socio-economic disadvan-
tages are broader and deeper than for
non-indigenous communities, which
mean that Indigenous people can

experience greater difficulties in act-
ing collectively, organising effectively
and managing local initiatives. 

In remote communities overcrowded
households are all too common, and
many lack basic amenities such as
functional toilets, stoves, washing
machines and fridges. Inability to
manage low incomes due to low
financial literacy, lack of banking serv-
ices, and cultural demands to share
resources, contributes to impaired
family functioning. Development
workers need to understand how poor
living conditions, poor health, poor
education, lack of meaningful work,
loss of traditional roles, and the
impact of western culture imposes
limitations on the ability of residents
to engage in development activities. 

Nevertheless, every community usu-
ally has a core of knowledgeable and
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When we mention the term “sustainability in communities”, what come up as being the important elements
are the development of trust and reciprocity among people and between people, and the recognition that
skills are held within the community.

Shared Action Project
How to build sustainability into community projects

T The Shared Action Project was
a community capacity build-
ing project located in a suburb

of Bendigo (called Long Gully) in Vic-
toria. Funded by the Potter Founda-
tion Trust, the project started in 1996
and ran for three years originally. The
Australian Department of Family and
Community Services (FaCS) through
their Strengthening Family’s initia-
tive then funded the project for
another two years, with the project
finishing at the end of 2002. 

The Shared Action Project’s primary
aim was to increase child safety by
strengthening the capacity of the
local community and by supporting
projects identified and implemented

by the local community to achieve
their vision of a healthy, safe and
pleasant community.

Towards the end of the project, the
project community reference group
and families living in the community
identified the need to continue to
resource community members to
develop their community leadership
skills in a variety of ways. The need for
development of trust and tolerance
towards each other and in the com-
munity has continued to be a priority
for people in a range of areas such as
developing youth activities and support

for young people to develop skills and
opportunities in their community.

We now have further funding from
FaCS for what is called a Promoting
Harmony project, operating out of
both Long Gully and an adjoining
public housing area in Eaglehawk.
The aim of activities within the proj-
ect is to further develop tolerance
and trust between and with people in
their communities. 

Some of the activities included are
Theatre of Transformation – real life
stories created by young people who
are performing an interactive theatre
piece to their peers, parents and com-
munity members. There are positive
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dedicated local people involved in a
range of community activities. Care
must be taken not to overload them
and to gain the involvement of oth-
ers with capacity to contribute. 

Another factor affecting government
agencies trying to assist Indigenous
communities is that Indigenous peo-
ples’ relationship with government
over the years and their experience of
government-imposed “development”
has been highly problematic. Given
their history of colonisation, dispos-
session and dispersal, population 
decimation through introduced dis-
eases, child-removal, cultural loss and
discrimination, Indigenous peoples
have good reason to distrust govern-
ments. Building trust through per-
sonal relationships, being honest 
and keeping promises is essential for
any worker engaged in community

development work, especially if a gov-
ernment employee. 

In addition, this history and its 
legacy of much shorter life expectan-
cies, higher infant death rates, higher
rates of suicide and other fatalities,
and higher rates of family disintegra-
tion than for non-indigenous Aus-
tralians means that Indigenous
communities are characterised by an
almost continual state of grief and
sadness. 

Applying capacity building in
remote communities 
Besides the conditions described
above, a number of other difficulties
can affect the application of capacity
building and participatory develop-
ment principles in a remote commu-
nity. Some of these challenges are
described below. 

Don’t assume that Indigenous communities
are geographically bounded and socially
cohesive, with democratically elected
leadership legitimately representing 
“the community”

Not all Indigenous settlements are
situated on the population’s tradi-
tional lands, having been created by
governments or missionaries. The
question of who is a member of a
community and entitled to participate
in local affairs can be problematic,
especially in communities with fuzzy
geographical boundaries and/or
highly mobile, seasonal or itinerant
populations.

In Indigenous communities, non-
indigenous residents may not be
regarded as legitimate members of
the community. Where several clan
groups have been forced to co-locate,
the traditional owners may not regard

interventions throughout the per-
formance where the audience partic-
ipates to find alternative positive
endings and choices to the life stories
being acted out by the young people.

It is significant that people in this low
socio-economic and resource deprived
area identified trusting relationships
as the underlying element needed to
promote other aspects of wellbeing.
Communication, relationships, belong-

ing and identity were and still remain
the underlying key priorities identi-
fied by community members.

Community members expected that
the development of strong relation-
ships would occur as a result of pro-
viding opportunities for people to meet,
interact and participate in activities for
the good of the community. There-
fore, the original strategies chosen were
to establish forums for interaction that

would act as an ongoing social infra-
structure in the community. 

Important principles are that the com-
munity does have the inherent
strength and capacity to achieve its
goals and aspirations, given appro-
priate support and opportunities to
develop partnerships with key local
government agencies and other proj-
ects in the wider Bendigo area. While
recognising that community often
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the others as legitimate community
members, or they may all regard
themselves as separate communities
of interest. There are also town camps
on the fringes of urban centres that
have permanent residents as well as
significant numbers of frequent visi-
tors. This mix means that factions
and tensions can exist that make
cooperation and agreement on devel-
opment plans or management of
community initiatives problematic. 

Don’t assume one model of democratic
decision making

Community development processes
usually assume democratic practices.
This can be particularly problematic
in cultures where western democratic
practices are not a traditional form 
of decision-making. The assumption
is that elected people will represent
their particular constituency (clan

group, geographical area or interest
group). However, those elected may
not have the traditional authority 
to represent anyone, while those 
holding traditional authority may
not be listened to by external powers
because they have not been elected. 

In some Indigenous communities,
people, particularly women, are more
comfortable with non-adversarial sys-
tems of decision-making, ways that
emphasise discussion rather than
debate, and consensus rather than
majority votes. Development workers
need to ensure there is agreement on
local decision-making protocols for
new initiatives. 

Select appropriate planning processes

In Australia, Indigenous communities
have often been required in the past to
use planning models developed and
imposed by bureaucracies. However,

there are now many experienced com-
munity facilitators who have built up
a range of techniques to assist com-
munities and organisations in plan-
ning processes that suit their needs,
capacities and preferences. Those work-
ing in Indigenous communities often
employ local people to work along-
side them to help design locally-
tailored processes and facilitate com-
munity participation. 

Build on what already exists

Local people may not have the skills
or desire to produce a written plan
able to satisfy both community needs
and government needs. For cultures
that have strong oral communica-
tion traditions, writing plans can be
a foreign experience. In communi-
ties where the levels of literacy and
numeracy in the country’s dominant
language are comparatively low, 

needs access to resources outside of
the local community, it builds upon
the fact that there are vast skills and
resources available within the com-
munity. These skills and potential are
often an untapped resource or just
need to be acknowledged and nur-
tured to aid in the quest for creating
a healthy and safe community.

Our involvement with the commu-
nity is governed by several guiding
principles: 

The focus is on activity that builds
upon inherent strengths and posi-
tive pictures of the future rather
than maintaining a focus on what
is “wrong” or “inadequate”.

The goals of respect and safety are
reflected in the relationships estab-
lished between workers and com-
munity members.

Community members are sup-
ported and join in celebrating,
reflecting upon achievements and
the evaluation of the progress of
projects.

Resources are directed towards
guiding and modelling with com-
munity members as enablers for
them to take on leadership roles.

Action reflects the priorities of com-
munity members not workers –
things need to be culturally relevant

to people in the community (infor-
mal meetings, getting to know
workers at the same level, for exam-
ple, working alongside someone in
the community garden project).

Community members are well
informed and consulted about what
and how to do things at all stages.

Key factors deemed important in
building the capacity within a com-
munity are the development of Com-
munity Business Enterprises which
are examples of the development of
various levels of community partici-
pation and ownership. This partici-
pation includes the connections
community people have made with
other agencies and local government.
How we have gone about doing this
highlights some important lessons.

These Community Enterprises are the
materialisation of the energy and
strength latent in the community
and demonstrate a powerful form of
community development from
within. Two examples are shown in
the box accompanying this article. 

Example 1. From dancing to . . .

A group of young girls in the com-
munity were informally dancing to
modern music in their homes and
needed a support and a venue to con-
tinue their activities. The girls met

with a group of mothers and the proj-
ect worker to discuss how we could
support their group. What resulted
was the realisation that there were
three women who had the expertise
and skills in various dance forms living
in the local community, who were
willing to help organise and run a
Come & Try day in modern jazz/ballet,
ballroom dancing and boot scooting. 

More than 50 children and parents
attended the Come & Try session, and
eight weeks of dance classes followed
in the three dance forms. There was
sufficient interest in modern jazz/bal-
let for a new dance company to
emerge. The result was a dance school
with more than 70 girls from the ages
of four to 14 years registered as dancers. 

The group put on their own commu-
nity dance concert and attracted a
large crowd of over 100 people. It
gave the mothers a chance to work
together – learning how to make and
sew dance costumes and organise a
fund raising event – and the oppor-
tunity form friendships with each
other, and build networks. 

Schoolteachers have noticed that the
academic performance in children
who are now dancing improve
remarkably. The dance group out-
grew the local community centre and
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producing a written plan that can 
be understood by the community as
well as be sophisticated enough to
satisfy the accountability require-
ments of funding bodies may be too
difficult. Development facilitators
need to be a bridge or translator
between the people and government,
and creative about how to present
local ideas and plans depending on
the audience. 

Most communities have already
undergone some kind of planning or
needs analysis process, though not
necessarily in a participative and com-
prehensive way. In every community,
there are usually a number of local
actions already being undertaken by
various groups and organisations for
various beneficial purposes, and a
number of desired actions already
being developed or on the wish list.

Development facilitators should use
and build on what already exists,
although checking current relevance
and ensuring the approval of stake-
holders may be required. 

Participation in planning processes  

Community development approaches
usually emphasise the importance of
widespread participation in commu-
nity planning, both as a means of
building a shared vision and com-
mitment to working together, and to
ensure that priority issues are identi-
fied and proposed strategies are viable.
However, in widely dispersed com-
munities, regardless of who initiates
or drives the process, the larger the
population the more difficult it is to
ensure all have an opportunity to
participate. Ensuring all views are
fairly considered and reconciling 
the views of different factions and

interest groups is an ongoing chal-
lenge for any community. 

The larger the population the more
difficult it is to ensure all have an
opportunity to participate. Also, the
harder it is to ensure all views are
fairly considered and the harder to rec-
oncile different factions/interest
groups. It is also highly unlikely that
all members of a community will
want to be involved in group plan-
ning processes, or have the time to be
involved, or accord it a high enough
level of priority in relation to other
daily priorities. 

Workers guiding a planning process
need to be aware of the various fac-
tions, interests and tensions, who 
the powerbrokers are, and the cor-
rect protocols for gaining approval.
They should also provide a variety of
ways in which people can choose to

have now formed a positive partner-
ship with one of the local primary
schools, and use their school hall for
dance practice three nights a week.

Example 2. Art as communication

Shared Action project successfully
gained an Artist in Schools funded
project for a mosaic artistic to work
with two local primary schools to use
art to create connections between chil-
dren, the school and parents in the
community. With the assistance of
the artist, students built art installations
at both the schools. Further art work-

shops were run at the Long Gully
Community House for local par-
ents, children and young people. 

People created large mosaic pavers
that had designs on them, that for
the creator were pictures of a
vision of a happy and healthy
community. The pavers were
installed into the local family park
(New Chum Reserve), which stu-
dents from three local secondary
colleges helped to build through
a work experience/trade skills
course. The park building proj-
ect was a collaborative partnership
between Shared Action, St Luke’s,
Long Gully Community House,
local secondary schools, Local
Government, an employment
and training agency and local

community leaders.

When the design for the family park
was being created the architect
employed by Local Government to do
the design consulted with local sec-
ondary college students about what
they would like to see built in the
park. What resulted was the build-
ing of a large five-metre “teenage talk-
ing circle”, with a concrete base and
eight large stones set around the
perimeter of the circle.

We were approached by Anne Con-
way, a primary and secondary school

Koori Education worker, who put us
in touch with a local Koori artist
Eileen Bellangarie, who suggested an
Aboriginal design motif for the talk-
ing circle that would encompass
youth art and reconciliation. It was
decided a mosaic-tiled style would be
suitable for the design. 

Community members indicated that
they wished for the opportunity to
participate in constructing the circle.
Various groups such as the Dja Dja
Wrung Aboriginal Cooperative, the
Education Department Koori home-
work centre, Local Government, local
schools, various community groups,
and government agencies were con-
tacted and invited to participate. Por-
tions of the design were divided and
distributed amongst various working
groups. Hence over 20 different groups
and hundreds of children and adults
contributed to the overall installation.

On completion of the circle a com-
munity celebration was organised with
local Aboriginal elders welcoming peo-
ple onto Dja Dja Wrung land, and it
was acknowledged that the project
had been a way for the community to
work together in reconciliation. 

Jenny Hogan works for the Com-
munity Capacity Building and
Research Unit at St Luke’s in Bendigo.
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