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Building community 
connectedness
By Susan Helyar, Director, ACT Council of 
Social Service Inc. (ACTCOSS)
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One of our key advocacy 
messages in the lead up 

to the ACT Election in 2016 is 
the importance of community 
connectedness as a foundation 
for a society in which prosperity 
is shared fairly and inequality is 
reduced—where all people can 
meet minimum standards of living 
as defined by community norms, 
exercise their rights and live free 
from discrimination, access the 
right support at the right time and 
right intensity and duration, live 
a life that has meaning to them, 
in which they have choice and 
control over the circumstances 
in which they live, enjoy a life of 
dignity with access to the means 
and opportunity to participate, 
and be included economically 
and socially.

We were keen to provide space 
in this Update for our members 
and stakeholders to share what 
community connectedness means 
to them, how they contribute 
to nurturing connections that 
offer value to individuals and 

communities and why this is 
important to their work. This topic 
captured the imagination of our 
contributors and we received more 
articles than we had room to print. 
The articles shared here highlight 
that organisations with diverse 
purposes and constituencies 
see building community 
connectedness as fundamental to 
fulfilling their role.

We look forward to an active 
dialogue with our members 
and the wider electorate about 
recognising and investing in 
community connectedness 
as we work up our 2016 ACT 
Election advocacy ask. If you 
would like to help shape our 
understanding of this concept, 
our advocacy messages and our 
strategy to engage with voters 
and candidates on this topic, 
please be in touch via email to 
tara.prince@actcoss.org.au or call 
the office on phone 02 6202 7200 
and ask to speak with Tara Prince in 
our policy team.
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SEE-Change is a local community organisation that 
has been building community connectedness 

through the establishment of local community 
groups and a range of different practical activities. 

The ‘SEE’ in SEE-Change stands for Society, 
Environment and Economy, and each SEE-Change 
activity aims to inspire, inform and support the 
community to take actions to reduce their ecological 
footprint, improve the resilience of their ecosystem 
and enhance their wellbeing. In this context, the 
definition of community connectedness for SEE-
Change is about having communities:

• Connected to, and addressing, society issues and 
increasing positive social interactions

• Connected to, and reducing our impact on, the 
environment and improving connections within 
our ecosystems 

• Connected to, and strengthening, our economy 
and enhancing the local economy systems

What continues to make SEE-Change unique is that 
SEE-Change local community groups are the main 
heart of SEE-Change activity, and they undertake 
activities that are of interest and importance to their 
local area. The local-based projects have consisted 
of: solar panel and electric bike bulk buys; set-up of a 
bike trailer hire service; an ecological footprint study 
across three suburbs; a series of ‘Sustainability in the 
Suburbs’ events; regular ‘over the back fence tours’ 

that allow people to tour a sustainable house or 
garden of another SEE-Change member; film nights; 
seminars; talks; progressive dinners; community 
festivals; Kitchen Table Conversation events; planning 
submissions related to local areas; house blitz 
draught-proofing events; and much more. 

Currently SEE-Change has local groups run by 
dedicated volunteers in Belconnen, Inner North, 
Inner South, Woden and Gungahlin, with the SEE-
Change Committee and office staff providing 
support and a level of coordination to these local 
community groups.

Elements that we have found work well for building 
community connectedness and that maintain the 
enthusiasm of our local groups, are: 

• Having an inclusive and non-hierarchical 
approach with a focus on practical activities

• Administration support

• Doing projects that are important and make a 
difference to a local area

• Continually incorporating a social aspect to 
our activities that generally involves enjoying 
food together

These elements allow anyone to nominate activities 
that will keep them motivated and interested, they 
allow people to get involved to a level they would 
like to be involved, the support from administration 

Connecting the community through 
local, practical activities
By Jodie Pipkorn, Executive Officer, SEE-Change



3Update  •  Issue 71  •  Autumn 2015  

It’s a fair bet that it’s not just 
because it’s close to work, it’s 

prime real estate or there’s a good 
restaurant nearby. To really enjoy 
living where you live, there’s 
usually a social or emotional 
aspect involved—you like your 
neighbours, the local shops are 
friendly and welcoming, the 
school’s good, you don’t expect 
to get mugged on the way to 
the bus stop (and there IS a 
bus stop!).

For older people it’s no 
different, but certain aspects 
of a neighbourhood can get 
more important as people age. 
We know—because virtually 
every survey COTA ACT has 
ever done tells us so—that 
older people care greatly about 
the ability to get about in their 
neighbourhood, and to get out of 
it when they want to. ‘Footpaths’ 
was the number one issue raised 
in a 2012 survey of older people 

in Canberra, closely followed by 
‘buses’ and a range of issues that 
could loosely be headed ‘urban 
environment’ (like maintenance 
of public areas, lighting, litter, 
parks, etc).

However, we also know that good 
footpaths do not necessarily a 
liveable neighbourhood make. 
Social connection is also vital, and 
it’s often missing. For instance, 
COTA receives dozens of calls a 
week from people who want help 
with things as minor as keeping 
their lawn mown or taking out 
the rubbish or getting a lift to 
the local hairdresser—things that 
in the past a friendly neighbour 
might well have taken care of. We 
also know that there is a great 
demand from Red Cross and 
other organisations to provide 
community visitors—people who 
will just go and have a regular 
chat with an older person, or 
just ring up to make sure they’re 

Why do you enjoy living wherever it is 
that you live?
By Jane Thomson, Policy Development Officer, COTA ACT

ok. There was a time when your 
neighbours might have done 
that, too.

As people age they eventually 
find themselves, often, unable to 
drive, and that means that they 
‘inhabit’ their neighbourhood 
much more directly than 
someone who drives through 
the streets on their way to work 
twice a day. So the vibe of the 
neighbourhood can become 
much more important. Are the 
neighbours friendly? Do people 
say hello to you, or cross the 
street to avoid you? Do the staff 
at the local shops recognise you 
and ask how you are, are they 
patient and helpful to people 
with cognitive impairment, 
will they happily get things 
down off the shelf for you? Do 
you know who to go to when 
you’ve got a problem, and what 
services are available? Are you 
digitally connected? We get 

staff enables activities to progress efficiently and 
effectively so volunteers can spend their time in the 
most beneficial ways, and with our focus on fun and 
collaborative activities, groups of people are able to 
come together and build or strengthen their social 
connections in enjoyable ways. 

Challenges or limitations that we have found when 
building community connectedness include: finding 
new leaders within the community to step-up who 
are ready and have time to initiate and coordinate 
activities; reaching people who are not already 
engaged or as connected within the community to 
be aware of these great local initiatives happening 
in their neighbourhood; and having people realise 
that they are actually the person that can make the 
difference within their community. 

Even with these challenges, the most inspiring 
aspects that will keep me wanting to volunteer 
and work in the community sector, is the joy of 
seeing people with different levels of knowledge 
and experience all working together to change just 
a small component of their local area, at the same 
time as gaining confidence with their own abilities 
and being left with the feeling of having positively 
contributed to their community both now and into 
the future. 

www.see-change.org.au
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We in ECHO (Environmental Collective Housing 
Organisation Incorporated) are convinced of 

the ability of co-operative housing to contribute to 
community connectedness. People’s lives can be 
transformed through supportive, innovative and 
appropriate housing options. For people who have 
little possibility of owning their own homes and who 
struggle to pay high rents, cooperative housing can 
provide secure, affordable housing and also give 
people an opportunity to become a valued part of 
their housing provider organisation and the local 
community. There is a history of this type of housing 
in Canberra since the early 1980s, and it forms part of 
a wider community housing network.

ECHO was formed by the amalgamation of two 
inner north housing co-ops in January 2007. It 

exists to provide affordable housing to “social 
contributors”—including artists, community sector 
workers, sole parents, students—people on low 
and moderate incomes, who may be otherwise 
disadvantaged in the housing market. Having a mix 
of different tenants with a balance of household 
incomes and abilities ensures the organisation can 
be sustainable and support a vibrant community. 

We are based in North Canberra, providing 
opportunities for families and individuals to 
continue to live in the area despite the rapid 
escalation in house prices and rents which is 
forcing many social contributors out of the area. 
Some tenants will stay for a short time (for example, 
tertiary students) and then move on when their 
circumstances change; others may be families or 

Community connectedness through 
involvement in cooperative housing
By the ECHO Team, Environmental Collective Housing Organisation (ECHO) Inc.

a lot of enquiries from people 
wanting to learn how to use 
(or install) a computer, because 
social connection these days 
isn’t just face-to-face or on the 
phone, it’s on Facebook and by 
email and Skype. In a local public 
housing development we’re 
aware of, almost no one owns a 
computer, and many residents are 
extremely isolated.

The Ainslie  
and Weston project
In the first half of 2015 COTA ACT 
has received a Seniors’ grant from 
the ACT Government’s Office 
for Ageing to ask as many older 
people as we possibly can, who 
live in the suburbs of Ainslie and 
Weston, what would make their 
neighbourhood more liveable 
and socially connected. In a word, 
‘age-friendly’ but this concept 
doesn’t have the broad recognition 
it perhaps deserves. COTA will be 
asking about physical things—like 

footpaths—but we’ll also be asking 
about what people want in terms 
of social connection and the non-
physical aspects of living in a place. 
Would people like to know what’s 
going on in their neighbourhood 
a bit more? Are there things that 
local community groups, schools 
and neighbours could help with, 
and do older people want that 
kind of help? Do people like going 
to the local shops, apart from 
getting their groceries? Do people 
feel safe walking around?

Does your organisation 
want to be involved?
A range of community and 
other organisations have agreed 
to partner with COTA ACT in 
the project, so we hope to get 
feedback and ideas from local 
residents in a whole variety of 
ways, from yellow stickies to 
postcard surveys to comments 
over cake and tea. The more local 
organisations we have working 

with us, the more residents the 
project will reach, so if your 
organisation is active in either 
Weston or Ainslie, please let 
us know. 

When we’ve collated the 
feedback, we plan to propose 
a coalition of interested local 
organisations to ‘make it 
happen’, with the aim of moving 
towards more connected 
neighbourhoods based on 
an idea of community rather 
than commuting. 

For more information or to get 
involved, please email Jane 
Thomson jthomson@cotaact.
org.au or call COTA ACT on 
02 6282 3777.

www.cotaact.org.au
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singles who have settled into their homes for the 
long term. 

ECHO is defined by its commitment to tenant 
involvement in decision making and by its awareness 
of core social and environmental values. 

Our properties are owned by the ACT Government 
and leased to ECHO on long-term subleases. ECHO 
is managed by a committee drawn from its tenant 
members, with two independent committee 
members with specialist skills. 

In 2010, ECHO became a Registered Community 
Housing Provider in the ACT and achieved 
accreditation against the National Standards 
for Community Housing. In July 2014, ECHO 
received registration as a Community Housing 
Provider under the National Regulatory System for 
Community Housing.

Housing stands at the heart of “community 
connectedness” for many ECHO tenants. Everyone 
needs to feel they have a place to live which can 
become “home”. It needs to be affordable and secure. 
If you do move there is an element of choice in it. 
Anyone who has lived with the insecurity of being 
unable to afford to live somewhere or being unable 
to find somewhere to live or being forced to move 
out of a place after having settled in, knows how 
disconnecting this can be.

Having secure, affordable housing can mean:

• A chance to get to know your neighbours

• The opportunity to join local groups and facilities 
such as a yoga class, swimming pool, community 
centre, community garden

• Your kids are able to make friends with other kids 
through school, etc.

• People notice you and say hello—maybe when 
you are out for a morning walk or at the shops

• An opportunity is given to participate in the 
community you live in, through paid work, 
volunteering, friendship or involvement in interest 
groups such as sporting, arts, environment 

Within ECHO the “connectedness” can be very loose 
and may only be: 

• Relating to the “ECHO team” who work in the 
office and having confidence that they know your 
home and understand your needs

• Connection through the newsletter and meeting 
minutes or other correspondence

Or you may become actively involved by coming 
to meetings and having a say in your housing 
organisation or joining a committee and learning new 
skills. You can meet your fellow tenants at meetings 
and share things like surplus vegies, tools, invitations to 
events and other information. 

“Community connectedness” means different things to 
everyone, it seems. Asking a few ECHO tenants, here 
are some responses:

“I feel connected with my home & the people in it, 
then I extend it to the street and it goes on beyond 
the street to the neighbourhood & the extended 
network. Since ECHO provides the ‘home’ & the 
security in it, then it follows that ECHO contributes 
to my community connectedness.”

“It happens in a community that does not exclude 
people or leave them out in the cold for reasons 
of race, religion, age, disability, employment or 
financial distress. ECHO contributes by assisting in 
the provision of reasonably affordable housing in 
an area of Canberra where some people would be 
otherwise excluded from living.”

“It’s about networking, volunteering, looking 
after things locally (think global, act local!) ECHO 
contributes through assisting tenants with things 
like debt resolutions, home improvement costs and 
the tenants themselves contribute by connecting 
with lots of other community organisations (arts, 
sport, social etc.)”

“Community connectedness provides the 
motivation to collaborate on issues that are close to 
the heart, but outside the reality of work”

“Community connectedness is about networking 
and social & cultural contribution”

“The interweaving of many community 
organisations contributes to community 
connectedness in the city of Canberra”

“’Tell me & I’ll forget. Show me, and I may not 
remember. Involve me and I’ll understand’—Tribe 
unknown.” Quoted in response to the question 
about community connectedness

www.echohousing.org.au 



6 ACT Council of Social Service Inc.

The theme for this edition of the ACTCOSS 
newsletter is one close to our hearts at ACT 

Shelter. For us, affordable, safe and secure housing 
provides a solid foundation from which to build 
connections to the community. 

Yet finding a place to call home may be just the first 
step. It is well established and potentially a “no-
brainer”, that housing solves homelessness, but is 
housing alone enough? 

For some people, yes, it will be. For others, however, a 
medium or long-term solution to homelessness may 

Affordable, safe housing & security 
of tenure: The foundations for 
community connectedness
By Travis Gilbert, Executive Officer, ACT Shelter

require more than just housing. If the housing costs 
more to rent or service a mortgage than a person or 
family “takes home” each fortnight for example, then 
it’s doubtful that it will be sustainable in the long 
term. A person or family will soon find themselves 
served with a notice to vacate due to non-payment 
of rent, or, in the case of a mortgagee, having their 
home repossessed due to mortgage default. 

Therefore for a home to provide a stable place from 
which to build community connectedness it must 
be affordable. Is this, then, the only precondition? 

Relationships Australia is 
encouraging individuals, 

families, organisations and 
communities to celebrate their 
community on Neighbour Day. 
Held on the last Sunday in March 
each year, it is a wonderful 
opportunity to get to know 
your neighbour, say “hello”, put a 
name to a face, and build better 
relationships with people who live 
and work nearby. 

As a community member, you 
will be acutely aware of how vital 
strong communities are to shaping 
Australia’s national identity and 
building places where everyone 
can feel safe, connected and 
respected. We would like to invite 
you to join with other organisations 
and community members to help 
promote Neighbour Day to your 

neighbours, both at home and in 
your business.

You can do this by displaying 
a Neighbour Day poster in 
your window or notice board, 
or by hosting an event such 
as a morning tea or afternoon 
tea, barbecue, a party at 
home, or a cricket match on a 
communal ground.

Neighbour Day celebrations don’t 
need to take a lot of organisation 
or time, the important thing is 
encouraging everyone to find a 
way to “celebrate community” with 
their neighbours, to say thanks for 
being a great neighbour and for 
helping to create healthier and 
more vibrant suburbs and towns.

The Neighbour Day website, 
www.neighbourday.org, contains 

Neighbour Day: The community you 
want starts at your front door
By Relationships Australia

information about this event. 
It also provides ideas on what 
people can do, and provides 
access to a whole range of 
resources, including invitations 
and name tags for neighbours, 
that can be used to promote 
an event. 

Relationships Australia has been 
the home of Neighbour Day 
since 2013.

www.neighbourday.org
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Arguably, no. Readers may wish to consider what a 
home means to them. Should a home offer mere 
protection from the elements, a barrier against 
the harsh cold of the ACT winter or the heat of 
a summer’s day? Yes. Therefore a home must 
be amenable. 

Are the two conditions sufficient, OR, should a home 
offer much more than this. 

While there have been a number of attempts to 
define homelessness in Australia over time, all of 
them have sought to consider concepts that ask 
us to look beyond the mere physical amenity of 
a dwelling. 

Both the current ABS statistical definition of 
homelessness and the definition that appeared in 
the preamble to the Supported Accommodation 
Assistance Act 1994 recognise that a person should 
be considered to be experiencing homelessness 
if the only accommodation to which they have 
access threatens their physical health and safety, and 
emotional and social wellbeing.

These concepts are important for conceptualising 
not only what homelessness should mean but also 
what a home should afford. A home should be a 
sanctuary. A safe, secure place one can retreat to 
regardless of the pressures faced outside it. 

For too many people in Australia however, this is 
not the case. People experiencing domestic and 
family violence and/or sexual abuse may be “housed”, 
but since the only accommodation available to 
them threatens their health and safety, could be 
considered homeless under both the SAA Act 
definition and the ABS statistical definition. 

In addition to affordability, amenity and safety, 
Shelter contends that a final pre-requisite is needed 

in order for a home to provide the foundation for 
connection to community and a sense of belonging 
to a place. Security of tenure. It is important to 
consider security of tenure as it is a luxury that is not 
afforded to many tenants. 

People in private rental are at the mercy of what 
a landlord/property owner decides to do with 
their asset. As long as the return on investment 
is reasonable for the landlord and they are happy 
with the way in which a tenant is “looking after 
their asset”, a tenant may have security of tenure. 
If this situation changes, however, the tenant may 
find themselves evicted and looking elsewhere for 
a place to call home, perhaps in a new area, thus 
breaking connection to community.

While social housing tenants have historically been 
afforded greater security of tenure, there are moves 
afoot in some jurisdictions to weaken this. Proposals 
such as reviewing eligibility and rights to tenure 
every couple of years (for public housing tenants) 
and rhetoric about social housing being a “stepping 
stone” in a linear “housing career” (culminating in the 
achievement of the great Australian dream of home 
ownership) are worrying. 

In conclusion then, ACT Shelter believes that having 
access to affordable, amenable and safe housing 
with security of tenure is the foundation for building 
connections to community.

www.actshelter.net.au 

Australia Post’s

Our Neighbourhood Community Grants 2015
Our Neighbourhood Community Grants encourage community organisations to apply for 
funding of one-off cash payments of up to $10,000 for projects that align with key areas of focus 
and will help to build healthier, more vibrant and more inclusive communities across Australia.

Applications close 2 April 2015, 5pm (AWST). 

www.ourneighbourhood.com.au
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The word “community” is often 
used in the mainstream 

media discourse to refer to the 
broad middle of society and as a 
result tends to marginalise those 
not in this centre. Sometimes 
people talk about “keeping the 
community safe” or about “what 
the community wants,” but it 
is nearly always only about a 
particular part of the community. 

Fortunately many actual 
community organisations 
recognise people on the edge of 
society, people like the illicit drug 
users and injectors that CAHMA 
works with. What is less well 
understood is the fact that we in 
the margins also have a sense of 
community and belonging.

CAHMA (Canberra Alliance for 
Harm Minimisation & Advocacy) 
is a peer-based organisation 
and we run projects that are 
a combination of community 
development, peer education 
and health promotion. To achieve 
the aims of our projects we 
rely upon the strong sense of 
community that exists among 
people who inject drugs and our 
knowledge and membership of 
this community.

An example of a project that 
relies upon this is a peer educator 
training project which seeks to 
train people who inject drugs 
to become peer educators in 
their community. 

We have called this project “The 
Fix”. More accurately the peers 
involved named it. They also 
worked with CAHMA to plan the 
project and to implement it. 

The Fix is run over the course 
of twelve months and covers 
a curriculum carefully planned 
to move through education on 
blood-borne virus prevention; 
safer using; mental health issues; 
overdose management; and on 
to the theory of peer education 
and health promotion; and then 
finally skills-based training to 
build the capacity of the group 
to pass on accurate and up-
to-date information to their 
peers effectively. 

This project depends completely 
upon our community to work 
and because we know how this 
community works we search out 
particular peers to be involved. 
We need a mix of people but try 
to include those who already look 

Sticking together in the margins: 
Community development with people 
who inject drugs
By Sione Crawford, Manager, Canberra Alliance for Harm Minimisation and Advocacy 
(CAHMA)

out for others in the community. 
For instance, in a given peer 
group, there is usually someone 
who keeps a store of sterile 
injecting equipment to give to 
people when they most need it; 
there is usually someone who 
people can ask about esoteric 
drug lore or safer using tips; there 
is usually someone who has a car 
and makes sure to round people 
up and take them to the chemist 
to get their methadone. These are 
the pillars of our community!

Sometimes users—especially 
injecting users—are portrayed 
as selfish and as desperate 
criminals. Our projects overturn 
that stereotype and prove what 
has been known for a long 
time: people in the margins of 
the wider community have to 
stick together.

For more information contact 
Sione Crawford at CAHMA—
sionec@cahma.org.au 

www.cahma.org.au 

New ACTCOSS website coming soon!
We are redeveloping our website over the coming months. We’re aiming to make the site 
easier to navigate and search, provide more online communications services, an online forum, 
and more! Stay tuned for more information and launch.
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Mother’s Voice is a free program for mothers 
accompanied by babies and preschool aged 

children that I designed six years ago during my 
first year of work at Belconnen Community Service 
(BCS). It’s a weekly music workshop that allows 
mothers to explore the range of their voice in a safe, 
social environment. This program has taught many 
mums to enjoy and celebrate their singing voices. 
It’s also taught me a lot about successfully building 
community connectedness and the important role 
that music can play.

Back in 2009, at the end of the first ever term 
of Mother’s Voice, the participants and I had a 
conversation about the group that I recorded as an 
informal evaluation. One advantage of the group that 
they remarked on took me by surprise. At Mother’s 
Voice, the normal rules of social engagement 
don’t apply. We haven’t asked each other all those 
questions that indicate socio-economic status. What’s 
your profession? Are you married? What does your 
husband do? Where are you from? Where do you live? 
It’s all about the singing and we’re all in that together. 

New mums are all learners and giving birth is often a 
traumatic experience. I’ve seen new mums arrive at 
Mother’s Voice for the first time with a shell shocked 
look in their eye and a baby only a few weeks old. 
About two years ago, one such participant, who no 
longer looked shell shocked and whose newborn was 
now a happy toddler, told me that she had to leave 
the group because she was returning to work part 
time. She looked sad about leaving and I asked her 
what the work she was returning to was. “I’m a lawyer,” 
she said.

Over 80 mums have attended Mother’s Voice since 
2009. I don’t know what kind of work many of them 
do, but I know that they are from many different 
cultural backgrounds and professions. Some have 
been recently arrived migrants and for them, singing 
has had the added benefit of improving their English. 
In some cases the learning has been a two way 
process: we now sing Heads Shoulders Knees and 
Toes in three languages. I’ve seen lasting friendships 
form. I’ve had many women leave the group to 
return to work only to re-join a couple of years later 
with a second baby. I receive regular emails from 

Mother’s Voice: Connecting through song
By Simone Penkethman, Community Engagement and Public Relations Manager, 
Belconnen Community Service

mums who’ve moved away and still miss the group 
years later. 

Mother’s Voice also connects with other groups 
in our community. We’ve performed at nursing 
homes, seniors’ social groups and in Belconnen 
Community Centre to celebrate Seniors Week and 
International Day of People with a Disability. We’ve 
been photographed by an ANU School of Art student 
and the children have participated in a community 
art project during group time. 

In this sector with its constantly changing funding 
arrangements and priorities, Mother’s Voice is a 
testament to the power of constancy and of the 
value of resources that are open to everyone and 
not narrowly targeted at those most in need. These 
are some of the things that I think have contributed 
to the truly inclusive nature of Mother’s Voice and its 
capacity to build community connectedness: it’s free; 
there are no eligibility criteria; people can attend for 
as long as they like; there’s no commitment required 
to attend regularly; it’s been held at the same time 
and place for nearly five years.

Mother’s Voice runs from 10am-12pm Mondays at 
Belconnen Library Community Room. Contact BCS 
reception on 02 6264 0200 for further information.

www.bcsact.com.au

Mother’s Voice perform in Belconnen Community 
Centre for IDay 2014
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I suspect that there may be 
new nuances to the term 

“connectedness”. I am sure that 
other articles will cover them 
and also discuss the concept 
in greater depth. However, 
I am going to focus on my 
understanding of connectedness 
as being about the strength of 
the links between individuals and, 
for an individual, their sense of 
having good connections with 
their community.

I take my connectedness where I 
can find it. I don’t go out a lot so I 
don’t see a lot of people on a day-
to-day basis. When I do go out on 
my own, say to a shopping centre 
in Canberra, I often find myself 
exchanging smiles with people 
passing by. I use a mobility 
scooter so that may endear me 
to some strangers. I have noticed 
that many people look down, 
failing to make eye connections, 
when walking the busy streets in 
places like Sydney or Melbourne. 
Thankfully, Canberra is still a 
friendly, smiling place.

That is a very simple type of 
connectedness but those smiles 
make me feel a part of the 
Canberra community. People 
who are engaging with others 
frequently, say those who are 
engaging with family, employed 
or do a lot of volunteering, may 
not even realise that others 
may have little human contact. I 
encourage them to offer smiles 
and conversations to people who 
may have poor connectedness. It 
is also important that gatherings 
of people, for work or play, 

provide opportunities for human 
connections: networking as well 
as working together. 

But there is a darker side to 
Canberra being a small and 
friendly town. Most people 
are either directly or indirectly 
connected, in a good or bad way, 
to just about everybody else. So if 
you fall out with anybody, there’s 
a really good chance that lots of 
other people will hear about it. If 
not when it happens, then when 
it really matters that people think 
the best of you, such as when 
you’re going for a job. So that sort 
of connectedness can be a foe as 
well as a friend.

Word-of-mouth negative 
comments, often never provided 
to the person who is being 
discussed, can be a real problem. 
The person who starts a story 
may know them to be untrue 
but share them to cause harm. 
The person who passes them on 
may do so in good faith and be 
believed because of who they 
are, rather than the accuracy or 
plausibility of the information. 
It sometimes feels like Canberra 
runs on gossip. I urge people on 
the receiving end of that to make 
efforts to validate it before acting 
on it, or connectedness suffers.

Another problem in Canberra 
is that there is usually only one 
organisation or group for each 
area of interest. So if you fall out 
with one group, for whatever 
reason, you may then be unable 
to make connections with others 
who share your interests. It is 
therefore very important that 

The good and bad of 
connectedness
By Alexa McLaughlin, ACTCOSS Committee member

people running groups accept 
responsibility to welcome all 
comers, whether they like them 
or not.

Connectedness is about more 
than physical presence. I can 
often have the opportunity to be 
in a room and to speak. I call that 
“air space”. On the other hand, 
it often seems to me that some 
people are not listening to what 
I say, giving it consideration. I call 
that a lack of “ear space”. When 
we are talking about inclusion, 
it is important that it involves 
genuine connection, not just 
physical connection.

I am connected most of the 
day to the internet and love 
the diversity of information and 
opportunity that comes with 
it. However, I have been bullied 
and abused in my personal and 
community lives. I therefore 
choose not to participate in social 
media, in fear of being abused, as 
well as just not having enough 
time and energy to participate. 
I also rarely participate in online 
discussions. This reduces my 
opportunities for connectedness 
and contributions. 

For younger people, social media 
is a compelling part of their lives. 
If they also hardly participate 
for fear of abuse, for whatever 
reason, then not participating 
can have a huge impact on 
their lives. We should make it 
possible for them to participate 
as safely as possible, including by 
giving them good self-protective 
information and by supporting 
effective regulatory practices.
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Health Care Consumers’ Association ACT (HCCA) 
is a non-government, membership-based 

community organisation that was founded in 
1978. Our goal is to drive better health outcomes 
through consumer empowerment. HCCA is an 
advocacy organisation, but we don’t do personal 
advocacy—rather, we look at system issues and push 
for changes that will benefit all users of the ACT’s 
health services. Our priority areas are determined by 
national and local initiatives, as well as by the interest 
areas of our members. 

HCCA team works to identify consumer needs 
around health infrastructure development, raise 
awareness of the health infrastructure development 
within the community; support consumer 
representatives involved with health infrastructure 
program committees. This input impacts on 
decision making. 

Our work is mainly around community engagement 
and the interaction that our members and health 
consumers have with others in their community and 
the community as a whole to make decisions to have 
a better health system. 

One of the focus areas of the HCCA strategic plan 
is community engagement which provides the 
opportunity to connect with the community, 
and make connections across communities in a 
welcoming and safe environment where everybody’s 
voice is heard. 

We also have a focus on connecting with culturally 
and linguistically diverse (CALD) groups, which have 
often been overlooked in the past. At HCCA, the 
numerous opportunities to connect with Canberra’s 

diverse community are endless, including the 
number of community consultations, focus groups, 
community forums, consumer representation 
training and information sessions. For instance, 
our Health Literacy Program has provided a 
foundation for community connectedness and is a 
great example of how the relationship with CALD 
communities in Canberra has been built up. 

We conduct information sessions for interested 
community groups about Navigating the Health 
System and After-Hours Primary Health Care 
Options. Our information sessions are important 
because “there is nothing about us without us.” 
These sessions aim to deliver information, but also 
to collect comments, concerns and different issues 
raised within these groups when accessing health 
services in the ACT. In addition, these groups make 
suggestions that we feed back to the ACT Health 
Directorate. 

There have been a variety of cultural and 
linguistically diverse groups in Canberra who have 
had the opportunity to have these information 

Health Care Consumers’ Association: 
Building connections in CALD communities
By Yelin Hung, Multicultural Liaison Officer, Health Care Consumers’ Association Inc.

I have been encouraged by 
a recent media article about 
the work of Jon Ronson, who 
has written on bullying. In it, 
he mentioned a strategy for 
countering damaging articles 
online by flooding the web 
with positive references which 

would push the damaging link 
way down the search results. 
<www.theguardian.com/
technology/2015/feb/21/
internet-shaming-lindsey-stone-
jon-ronson>. It would be a lot 
of work but a possible way for 
a young person to overcome 

the harm from an unintentional 
indiscretion.

Let’s improve our own 
connectedness and make it 
better for others.
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One of MIEACT’s key aims is to 
reduce stigma surrounding 

mental illness—and whilst 
we have seen remarkably 
positive results in the increase 
of community awareness and 
understanding of mental health 
issues, the effects of stigma—
especially hidden stigma—still 
negatively impact on a person’s 
likelihood in seeking help and in 
building community connections 
that will assist with and 
sustain recovery. 

Personal storytelling is at the 
centre of MIEACT’s mental health 
education programs. We utilise 
a mixed method of storytelling 
including first person storytelling, 
short film or radio, and online 
digital storytelling. We gladly 

allow real life stories to inform 
our work. Our storytellers come 
directly from our community, 
from all walks of life, gender 
and profession—which makes 
us uniquely connected to this 
community. In addition, people 
who volunteer with us do so in 
order to help others connect with 
peers and the community.

Now more than ever MIEACT 
is undertaking to work with 
and build on its community 
connections to achieve our 
outcomes—and with great 
result. We have found that our 
storytelling component of our 
programs complement and 
enhance other initiatives within 
our community.

Reducing mental illness related stigma 
through connectivity to the community 
Telling our stories safely

By Jacqui Price, Communications & Public Relations, Mental Illness Education ACT 
(MIEACT)

sessions. These groups included Chinese, 
Vietnamese, Greek, Italian, Indian, Hungarian, 
Spanish, Tongan and Tamil people; some of 
whom form part of Carers ACT and Southside 
Community Services, as well as Malaysian and 
Indonesian groups. 

The major issues coming out of these information 
and feedback sessions shine light on some 
barriers to community connectedness for almost 
all of the CALD groups in Canberra. Language 
barriers and a lack of interpreters in community 
languages are huge concerns. Other concerns 
include lack of communication of information on 
how to access health services in different areas of 
the health system, relying on public transport to 
get to medical appointments, and poor signage 
in health facilities. Parking issues in various health 
facilities was also a noted concern.

HCCA feels very privileged to be able to 
combine providing vital health information to 
these groups and most of all I enjoy getting to 
know the community who always open their 
doors to let HCCA in. We will continue to use 
the vital technique of information sharing and 
gathering as a tool for building community 
connectedness and understanding barriers to 
connectedness in communities.

www.hcca.org.au 

This story telling approach helps 
us connect with our community 
partners, who include:

• Anglicare—personal 
storytelling to students at 
risk program

• University of Canberra—
personal storytelling for first 
year psychology students

• ACT Mental Health—personal 
storytelling and Q and 
A sessions for in-service 
training health care workers 
and professionals

One of the key elements to 
working with and supporting 
Volunteer Educators to share 
personal stories is MIEACT’s 
Do No Harm—sharing stories 
safely (DNHSSS) framework. 
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The framework underpins not 
only the activities our Volunteer 
Educators do, but informs how 
MIEACT undertakes its work, 
communications and ongoing 
program development. 

Within the last twelve months 
Carers ACT have adopted the 
MIEACT DNHSSS framework and 
have this to say about it: 

The Do NO Harm framework 
developed by MIEACT is a 
best practice approach for 
communicating about mental 
health issues in any setting. 
Carers ACT values the Do NO 
Harm principles, and they 
inform the ways in which we 
communicate with the mental 
health sector—through 
our monthly E-Bulletin and 
social media, and at mental 
health forums. Do NO Harm 
gives everyone confidence 
to talk about mental illness 
in a safe way while at the 
same time promoting 
mental health education and 
stigma reduction.

- Carers ACT

It is so important that we 
develop safe and sustainable 
ways of facilitating community 
connections, and our DNHSSS 
provides a strong foundation 
for this. If you would like 
more information about 
MIEACT Programs you can visit 
www.mieact.org.au or contact 
Megan Munro megan@mieact.
org.au. 

Farewell...

Rhiannon Thompson  
Administration Officer

We farewelled Rhiannon Thompson from the 
ACTCOSS team in February. Rhiannon came to our 
team to fill a short-term administration support 
role and made many valuable contributions. She 
supported our growing Learning and Development 

Calendar of activities, Gulanga team events and our audit of the office 
health and safety risks and mitigation measures. Rhiannon took on 
a whole range of executive and office support roles whilst Lisa, our 
Office Coordinator, had extended leave. Rhiannon is now getting 
ready to become a mum. We wish her all the best and look forward to 
opportunities to work again with her.

Welcome...

Tara Prince 
Policy Officer

Tara joined ACTCOSS in late 2014. She is thrilled 
to have the opportunity to be a part of ACTCOSS’ 
advocacy, particularly around disability services 
reform and community connectedness in the ACT. 
Tara has extensive experience working in community 

care services, mainly in community development.

Tara has a Bachelor of Social Work from the University of Sydney. She 
loves reading and walking around large bodies of water—having 
explored all of Sydney Harbour, and as a new Canberrean is looking 
forward to discovering Canberra’s many lakes!

Samantha Quimby 
Peer Network and Learning & Development Officer

Samantha joined ACTCOSS in January 2015 and is 
keen to use her experience working in the not-for-
profit sector and the public service and her passion for 
learning to support sector development in the ACT.

Sam has tertiary qualifications in social science 
and theology and is currently undertaking post-graduate study in 
adult learning.

Between working with ACTCOSS and study, Sam enjoys spending time 
with family and friends, especially if it involves ethically-sourced coffee.

Staff welcome & farewell

Upcoming ACTCOSS research & reports
Stay tuned for a snapshot on changes in costs of living, & a report on changes in housing costs.
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Training / Forum Date / Time Cost: Member / Non-
member / Corp. or Govt.

Reconciliation

Reconciliation Peer Network Group  
Quarterly Meeting

Facilitated by ACTCOSS

Thu 26 Mar 2015  
10am - 11.30am

Free

Cultural Integrity Program 

Facilitated by Rod Little 

Fri 22 May 2015  
9.30am - 4.30pm

$176 / $250 / $325 
(incl. GST)

Learning Circles

Leadership and Management Learning Circle

Topic: Managing Staff

Facilitated by YellowEdge

Tue 31 Mar 2015 
9am - 11am

$60 / $70  
(incl. GST)

Community sector only.

Adaptive Leadership Program

Adaptive Leadership Program 2015

Facilitated by YellowEdge

Includes 2 one day intensive workshops, 4 half day 
masterclasses, and 2 one hour mentoring sessions

Intensives: 
1 Apr, 2 Jul 
9am - 4.30pm

Masterclasses: 
21 May, 24 Jun,  
26 Aug, 15 Sep 
2pm - 6pm

$1990  
(excl. GST)

Community sector only.

Scholarships available.

Emerging Leaders Development Program

Introduction to Grant Writing

Presented by YellowEdge

Tue 28 Apr 2015 
9.30am - 12.30pm

$90 / $125 / $150 
(incl. GST)

Facilitation Skills for Emerging Leaders

Presented by YellowEdge

Thu 14 May 2015 
9.30am - 4.30pm

$180 / $250 / $300 
(incl. GST)

Productivity, Planning & Time Management Skills

Presented by YellowEdge

Tue 9 Jun 2015 
9.30am - 12.30pm

$90 / $125 / $150 
(incl. GST)

Communicating with Influence

Presented by YellowEdge

Wed 17 Jun 2015 
9.30am - 4.30pm

$180 / $250 / $300 
(incl. GST)

People Powered Services Program

Well-Being And Resilience

Presented by YellowEdge

Thu 2 Apr 2015 
9.30am - 12.30pm

$110 / $125 / $150 
(incl. GST)

Find out more about our learning and development opportunities and how to register at the ACTCOSS 
website: www.actcoss.org.au

Learning & development calendar 



Gulanga Program
The Gulanga Program is designed to support ACT homelessness service providers and the children, youth and 
family sector to develop and/or improve upon good, culturally appropriate practice standards. The program 
employs Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workers and aims to provide better engagement with Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples and their families to access the services that will best meet their needs.

Training
• Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander Cultural 

Awareness Training

• Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander Recruitment  
& Retention

• The Effects of Racism Within the Workplace

• Engagement of Aboriginal & Torres Strait 
Islander Peoples

NAIDOC Award
• ACTCOSS & the Gulanga Program coordinate 

the NAIDOC Award for the Canberra & District 
Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander Community 
Sector Worker of the Year

Tools & Resources
To assist services to better respond & deliver culturally  
appropriate services to Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander peoples:

Support & Networking
• Consultancy support for organisations & 

Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander workers

• Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander community 
sector workers email group, network meetings & 
online exit survey

• Mentoring for Aboriginal & Torres Strait  
Islander workers

Gulanga Activity Book
The Gulanga Activity Book was 
developed as one of the many ways you 
can assist your organisation to support 
your Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander families.

Contact Us
Interested in Gulanga resources and 
services? Please contact us!

www.actcoss.org.au
gulanga@actcoss.org.au
02 6202 7200

Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander 
Cultural Resource for Community 
Sector Workers

Cultural Awareness 
Self-Assessment Toolkit 
(CASAT)

Perpetual Calendar 
for Reconciliation  
& Health

Gulanga Information Sheets on topics 
such as recruitment & retention, & racism

Gulanga Good Practice Guides

Find these resources on our website: www.actcoss.org.au



For more information on ACTCOSS training and  
events, please call us on 02 6202 7200, email 
actcoss@actcoss.org.au, or visit us at our website:

www.actcoss.org.au

The ACT Council of Social Service Inc. (ACTCOSS) 
is the peak representative body for people living 
with low incomes or disadvantage, and not-for-
profit community organisations in the Australian 
Capital Territory.

ACTCOSS acknowledges Canberra has been 
built on the land of the Ngunnawal people. We 
pay respects to their Elders and recognise the 
strength and resilience of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples. We celebrate Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander cultures and ongoing 
contributions to the ACT community.

ACTCOSS
Address: Weston Community Hub,  
 1/6 Gritten St, Weston ACT 2611 
Phone:  02 6202 7200 
Fax:  02 6288 0070 
Email:  actcoss@actcoss.org.au
Web:  www.actcoss.org.au

ACTCOSS welcomes feedback. Please visit the 
‘Contact’ page on our website for our feedback 
form, or contact us using the details above.

ACTCOSS staff

Update is a quarterly journal that provides an 
opportunity for issues relevant to ACTCOSS’ 
membership to be discussed and for information 
to be shared. Views expressed are those of 
individual authors and do not necessarily reflect 
the policy views of ACTCOSS.

Director 
Susan Helyar

Deputy Director 
Wendy Prowse

Office Coordinator 
Lisa Howatson

Gulanga Program 
Sector Development 
Officers
Julie Butler 
Keith Brandy 
Kim Peters

Communications & 
Membership Officer 
Suzanne Richardson

Peer Network 
& Learning & 
Development Officer 
Samantha Quimby

Policy &  
Development Officers 
Angie Bletsas
Nadia McGuire 
Tara Prince 
Ruth RaglessTue 2 Jun 2015  

ACT Budget released
Thu 4 Jun 2015  
Budget Forum

Events

ACTCOSS learning & development
Apr - Oct 2015 
Adaptive Leadership 
Program

Thu 2 Apr 2015  
Well-Being and Resilience

Tue 28 Apr 2015
Emerging Leaders: 
Introduction to Grant 
Writing

Thu 14 May 2015
Emerging Leaders: 
Facilitation Skills

Fri 22 May 2015
Cultural Integrity 
Program

Dates for your diary

Next issue:

Update Issue 72, Winter 2015 edition

Respect & recognition of Aboriginal 
& Torres Strait Islander peoples

Members are welcome to contribute articles on 
the theme.

Copy deadline: 11 May 2015

Space is limited! To guarantee your spot, let 
Suzanne know as soon as possible.

Email: suzanne.richardson@actcoss.org.au
Ph: 02 6202 7235

Issue 72 will be distributed in June 2015.

Advertise in Update
Would you like ad space? Or a loose-leaf flyer 
insert? Contact us!

Size/Type Member Non-member
1/4 page 
1/2 page 
Full page 
Flyer insert

$30 
$60 
$100 
$70

$90 
$150 
$225 
$100

Find out more:  
www.actcoss.org.au


