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There are many different approaches to the agency task of assisting new communities to settle in Australia. The approach described here is community led in style, the outcome of a manager steeped in community development interacting with community leaders who are searching for support to develop their own programs. This is the story of how the JSS Horn of Africa partnership program developed and what we, both agency and communities, have learnt and achieved. 

The partnership is based on the understanding that each partner remains autonomous, but that they agree to collaborate within the parameters of the youth project.  We agree with Dr Berhan Ahmed that in order to avoid waste of government funding on unnecessary programs, we need to target the top priorities expressed by the new communities. This “can only be done if there is consultation with the communities to ascertain what their needs are as equal and fully participating partners.”  Media release, African Think Tank Committee, 11 January 2007. 

1. Beginnings set the tone for what happens next

· Somali community leaders approached Jesuit Social Services, requesting assistance in putting in place youth programs 

· The agency had staff ready and able to respond to this request

· The community had an established organization through which to negotiate with the agency

· Community and agency had a common commitment to working with the youth, and a shared understanding of how this could be done, focusing on education and recreation 

· A partnership proposal was put to the Department of Immigration (DIMA) to secure funding

· The advisory committee reflects African community leadership and local youth worker programs  

· A Somali young man was employed as Youth Worker

· An Arabic speaking Eritrean woman was next employed to give the program gender and ethnic balance

· Her networks resulted in a partnership with the Eritrean Community in Australia 

· Relations between the Somali and Eritrean communities worked out really well, based on common interests and on a group of talented and committed volunteers

· Further linkages are opening up in an organic way with other Horn of Africa communities such as the Oromo, who have now joined the partnership.

2. Being led by a community from another culture is tricky  

· it takes time to understand each other

eg What did I need to understand about the Somali clan system in order to work with the Somali community? I could only learn by interacting with community members to see how these clan relationships work in Melbourne. 

· the agency may make a poor decision which the community leaders will have to carry 

eg putting effort into relations with claimant community leaders who are not representative 

· the community leaders may make a poor decision which the agency will have to carry 

eg selection of staff from own ethnic group rather than with necessary skill

· the differing styles as between the agency and the community have to be respected and allowed for

eg agency focus on efficiency vs community focus on relationships 

· the youth of the refugee community need to be Aussie and independent as well as respecting their parents – a fine line to discern

eg can the Australian view re “youth rights to a youth only space” sit comfortably with the need for parents and elders to retain respect from their youth?

3. Challenges we worked through

3.1. Power imbalance: the frustration of the refugee communities with the lack of power they have as newcomers compared to the entrenched presence of old Australians. 


A story illustrates this point.

A voluntary religious organisation provided activities and snack food for children on the estate. Some of the Horn of Africa parents were concerned about what message the children may be getting. But they did not know how to question the organization. They became so concerned that this became a topic of conversation at the mosque.

Jesuit Social Services was able to facilitate a meeting between the leader of the voluntary organisation and a group of parents.  

The difference in power between the parties became clear when the voluntary organisation claimed they had no need to listen to the African parents because they have permission from the Office of Housing to run the activities. 

Eventually the parents got through their point that as African Moslem parents they have a strong commitment to leading their children in to morally healthy activities. They asked for the voluntary organization to clarify what message they are giving the children, and to work with the parents to help their youth, pointing out that education was a major concern. The organization is considering the invitation to develop a mutually agreeable approach.

The community will consider what other steps they can take if this issue is not satisfactorily resolved. Jesuit Social Services will stand ready to facilitate any other further action.

3.2. Crime prevention and police/community relations

Our activities are undertaken against a background of deep concern that these young people are at risk of entering the criminal justice system. Jesuit Social Services is only too aware of the journey through the system that many young Vietnamese men took in the first 20 years of settlement, and the Horn of Africa leaders are aware of these risks. Without a much higher level of active intervention we can expect to see Horn of Africa youth entering the system in greater numbers that at present. 

The signs are already there for all to see:

· We have seen Horn of Africa boys being expelled from school, and their relatives came to us desperate for help. The families were concerned that a young man with limited education has little chance of avoiding trouble with the law. 

· We have seen groups of mainly African boys using the outside area of the estate and attracting the attention of police. Relations between these two groups – young police officers and young African men – deteriorated, tensions escalated, and the situation reached what was perceived as a crisis point. 

· We have seen a spate of antisocial and criminal activity over summer – grafitti on public property, fires in the playground, destruction of playground equipment, theft of computers. African boys were seen offending and were saddled with the blame. Some were caught and dealt with by the police. 

· We have made a DVD with the young people as a means of capturing their experiences of racism and the ideas they have for changing things. The youth experience the police attention as harassment, and they complain of racist language, excessive use of force and unlawful assault by police. 

Somali and Eritrean elders met with senior police officers. They started patrolling the estate at night, observing the action and talking with the youth about their behaviour. Our programs are aimed at providing positive alternatives to hanging out, including a youth drop-in and sports activities.

The council youth worker and the legal service took up their complaints and the local police station was investigated and some junior police officers were moved away from the area. 

With new leadership of the local station, the police have adopted a different style of policing. A full time multicultural officer spends time out in the community meeting families and agencies. We are able to offer the police opportunities to attend community functions and sports activities where they can mix with the youth and community members on an informal basis. The police are also entering into partnerships to assist local program development such as soccer and camps. 

Our role is to empower the communities, ensuring that what has started as a promising police intiative leads to establishing ongoing procedures for including the communities in planning solutions.  

3.3 Expulsion from school, dropping out of University – finding better educational pathways

In 2006 our attention was drawn to cases of boys being temporarily suspended or permanently expelled from school. One family in particular desperately sought our help to challenge an expulsion order, knowing that the boy was at risk of getting in the wrong circles if he could not be kept at school.

The question is, what particular strengths does our partnership bring to these issues? What role could our program best play in the area of education, training and employment?

The Homework Club is achieving real educational advances with the children. Already we have a well established group of 50 children, with several of their mothers attending as well to assist the tutors. And we have attracted a dedicated group of tutors for both the primary and secondary students. The community support for the program is strong as we saw at our end of year celebration, which was attended by about 40 parents. 

But this is only one face of the picture. There are the boys who are not interested in Homework Club. The Somali youth workers told us of the boys who dropped out of University or apprenticeships to take up taxi driving or find other ways to make money. The road to qualifications was too long, too expensive, and too uncertain of a job at the end. Too many African youth seeking work were experiencing rejection and suspecting discrimination. 

Jesuit Social Services listened to community and agency voices and looked at its networks of influence to see what steps to take next.  What we can offer through this community partnership is the combination of an experienced and well-respected agency with the skills and resources to develop and gain funding for program development, and the African community control to ensure that programs are responding to the priority needs of the communities and that they meet these needs in a culturally acceptable way. 

In the confidence that the community partnership is strong and expanding, Jesuit Social Services has applied for Crime Prevention funding to ….,  and has attracted private funding to expand the education and training work. The focus will be on working with both young people and their parents and communities. We seek to avoid alienating the youth from their parents and cultural heritage - they need support from all directions to overcome the barriers they face, and they need to face the future secure in their ethnic identity.

3.4 Bringing clans, nations, language groups together 

How are we to balance the need to promote integration between different ethnic groups with the need to build on cultural foundations people bring with them from home? How does Jesuit Social Services understand its role in community strengthening? How can we avoid spreading our resources too thinly while remaining responsive to whole communities? There are, I have learned, no model answers to these conundrums, only pragmatic responses based on previous experience but recognizing the uniqueness of each community situation. 

Ours is a community led program. We started with a partnership with a Somali leader, Abdurahman Osman and his network. From the start our Somali partners understood that the program was to be for Horn of Africa communities, and they had experience working within a Horn of Africa context. However, we agreed to start with strengthening the Somali community which was after all the largest African community on the estate and the most disadvantaged. We recognized that we could not work effectively with the Somalis without Somali staff and volunteers. 

As soon as we could add to the Somali staff we had to decide about the ethnicity of the next worker. It was to be a young woman to provide a service to the girls. But what language would we require? The committee decided it would make sense to advertise for an Arabic speaking woman, as Arabic is shared by many Horn of Africa tribes and regions. With a bit of luck we chose an Eritrean girl as she had good networks in the local community.  This choice led us on a new path, not one the partners planned in detail but one which opened up in front of us. 

Luckily for us the local Eritrean community was well organized and was eager to form a partnership with us. This partnership flowered when we gained funding for a multicultural Eid Festival and the Eritrean and Somali community organizations decided to combine their festivals into one for the first time. Jesuit Social Services provided the neutral organizational base for this to happen. The success of the festival was such that the communities have worked on other projects together, including a Refugee Brokerage project.

We now had two community partners – Somali and Eritrean. How would we expand from there? We worked in with the local Sudanese association, but were unable to fulfil expectations due to lack of resources. The Sudanese leaders made it clear that Sudanese staff were needed. This led to strained relationships as we were caught in the ambiguous situation of naming the program Horn of Africa Youth Program without being able to respond to requests from different communities in an even handed way.  

Happily an Oromo worker from another organization joined up with our team and the Oromo community joined our Eid festival. This was a natural partnership as Oromo speak a language understood by Somalis and are politically compatible. Harare people have also joined some of the activities, as well as some Sudanese. There are many obstacles for African groups to overcome as they try to work together, including language, religion and political/historical divisions and conflict. Africans have much to unite them and much to divide them, and as with European nationalities it will take time and effort to bring about mutual trust and understanding.

Communities are often keen to work together but do not have the organizational resources to enable this to happen. At Flemington we are moving towards a united Flemington soccer club which aims to incorporate all ethnic community groups and individuals who want to play – including Somali, Eritrean, Vietnamese, Sudanese, Iraqi and others. This will not be easy as the volunteer parents who have been most involved in previous Flemington teams have been the Somalis or the Eritreans, and they will need to learn to share the leadership and conduct proceedings in English.  

3.5 Living in two cultures – the dilemma for second generation youth and for service providers

I feel uncomfortable sitting in a meeting where mainstream service providers – youth workers, community legal services – are asserting the need for the African youth to have youth-only spaces where their parents cannot enter, indeed so that their parents do not even know they are there. This is just one example of a service system which gives priority to the right of youth to be independent, over the right of parents to have control of their children. It is a clash of cultures. It is an area where better understanding and mutual respect need to be developed. Otherwise I believe service providers risk alienating youth from their parents and setting them adrift without anchorage.

This is where African youth workers come in. They can provide the bridge between the young people and the parents. They are aware of the parental point of view and of the authority structures in the community. They can offer guidance in developing family sensitive programs and in getting parents involved in activities. 

For example – a female swimming program was developed. With the support and assistance of mothers, the African youth worker arranged a swimming program. This program was run at a YMCA recreation center one night a week. The girls were offered swimming classes in a culturally appropriate environment, and a group of 20 girls took up the offer.

4. Underpinning values

This paper has given me the opportunity to review where we have travelled and what may be around the corner. I will finish by reflecting on what is the nature of the partnership between our organisation and the African communities.

1. Trust is at the center. This trust is based on each partner demonstrating again and again that they are there for the young people and the community, that they will do what they say, and that they believe in the integrity of the other.

2. The leadership of the organizations is right behind the partnership, takes an active interest, and is ready to allow changes to the way business is done to accommodate the unique nature of the relationship. For Jesuit Social Services this means flexible application of organizational systems and processes. 

.

3. Community based decision making is at the core of the program. This involves setting up structures – advisory committee, staff selection committees, working groups – that give preferential attention to community members.

4. Control of the program is shared, with both partners able to give way when it is necessary for compromises to be reached in order to go forward. These compromises can be weighty as they involve letting go of agency policies, or in the case of the Somali leadership, challenging the advice of community members. 

5. The partners understand their unique contributions.
We cannot go forward without each other. Jesuit Social Services depends on the cultural knowledge, wisdom and community connections of the African leaders and workers. Equally, the Somali Community depends on the management structures and skills of JSS, and the status JSS has with governments based on a history of providing successful programs and accountability.  

6. Public celebration of the partnership. The Somali and Eritrean organizations have been very generous in their acknowledgment of Jesuit Social Services, including inviting us to a Christmas dinner even though they are Muslim! Jesuit Social Services has celebrated the partnership by inviting elders to the Jesuit Social Services Annual Dinner and acknowledging them in all funding documents and reports. 

References:

Befekir Kebede, DVD, Living in Harmony? Voices of Horn of Africa youth, Jesuit Social Services September 2006. 

Catherine Guinness, Community Partnerships in Highrise Housing Estates.
Paper prepared by for the 6th Annual Colloquium on Crime Prevention Canberra, September 2006.

