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introduction

The Energy Link Community Outreach Service is an innovative project providing short-term, generalist case work support for individuals and families on low incomes. With a prevention and early intervention focus, the project also incorporates an emphasis on community development and social action. While the service concept is not new, contributing to this project's innovativeness is that it is entirely funded by the corporate sector, managed by a neighbourhood service operated by local residents, and receives professional guidance and support from the social work department in Australia's largest university.

Introduced as a two-year pilot project, the service was developed as a response to the lack of generalist human services in the community for people on low incomes who were experiencing financial, social and emotional problems not deemed serious enough for them to be eligible to receive support from other welfare organisations. The service aims to provide support to individuals and families at a neighbourhood level during the early stages of their problems, in an attempt to prevent them from escalating to a more serious stage. Wherever possible, the project aims to prevent people's reliance on institutional welfare services. Energy Link supports people in their own homes and neighbourhoods, with an emphasis on identifying and strengthening their natural support systems which include family, friends, neighbours and neighbourhood services.

The project facilitates a co-ordinated approach to the provision of services to clients, and monitors and evaluates their progress. The project was introduced in 1996 by Frankston Community Support and Information Centre.

the centre

The Frankston Community Support and Information Centre, which is located 30 kilometres south of Melbourne, is a neighbourhood service which was established in 1968 by a group of residents mainly to provide information about services to members of the local community. The Centre was one of Frankston's first community support agencies and one of Victoria's first Citizens Advice Bureaus. Since that time, the Centre has become a leading service provider in the Frankston Community which has a population of 105,000 people.

The Centre is independently managed by a legally constituted committee, elected annually, and comprising of residents from the Frankston community. It is staffed by 100 rostered volunteers who are residents of Frankston. It is managed on a day-to-day basis by a manager and a volunteer co-ordinator, both of whom are local residents and were recruited from the ranks of volunteer workers.

The Centre is funded mainly by Frankston City Council from rates revenue. No money "changes hands" in this arrangement in which Council provides the Centre with office premises, and pays for electricity, telephone and staff salaries. The arrangement allows the Centre to minimise its administrative costs and activities and focus on the provision of services. Other operating costs are obtained from a variety of community sources.

The Centres provides information about community services, legal matters, health, social security entitlements, financial matters, etc. The Centre also provides a number of counselling and crisis support services, such as individual and relationship counselling, emergency relief and emergency accommodation as well as providing training for long-term unemployed people.

The services which have a counselling or legal advice focus are provided by appropriately qualified professionals who either work as volunteers at the Centre, or who are employed by organisations which outpost workers to the Centre in a service partnership arrangement. All volunteer workers who provide services which entail direct contact with members of the public are required to successfully complete a 12-session basic training course and 12 weeks of probation receiving accreditation as an interviewing volunteer. Also, they are required to attend a prescribed number of in-service training sessions throughout the year.

The Centre is involved in research, mainly in the area of poverty (in partnership with Monash University's Department of Social Work and Human Services), community development and social action activities.

energy link's objectives

Principal Objective: To establish a two-year pilot project, the main focus of which will be to strengthen people's social support networks, their personal coping abilities and the accessibility of local services.

Means Objectives

· Assess the financial and social circumstances of people who have been referred to the project to ensure an appropriate case plan is established for them.

· Identify clients' natural support systems (family, friends and neighbours) and mobilise and support these to enable maximum assistance to be provided to clients.

· Link clients of the project to the available formal support systems (community organisations) when specialist assistance is required.

· Connect clients to neighbourhood support systems (self-help groups, clubs, associations and churches) to complement clients' natural and formal support systems, and to integrate them into community life.

· Coordinate and assist formal support systems to ensure that services are provided to clients in the most efficient and effective way.

· Identify limitations in formal support systems and make representations to the appropriate authorities to rectify them.

· Facilitate life skills development for clients in areas of communication, relationships, negotiation, conflict resolution, problem solving, parenting and budgeting.

· Work in co-operation with other local human service agencies, service provider associations and advocacy groups to improve existing conditions and services for the project target group, including at wider community, state and national levels.

background to the project

The need for the Energy Link Community Outreach Service was established through:

· The findings of the Centre's research over the last six years which focused on the frequency with which particular individuals had requested financial assistance from the Centre;

· Consultation with other local welfare organisations which provided financial assistance to people, in terms of the frequency with which particular individuals requested financial assistance from their organisations;

· An examination of the Centre's client records which revealed that in addition to their financial problems, clients of the Centre's emergency relief service commonly possessed a range of social and emotional problems; and

· An examination of the current literature and on poverty, especially focusing on the range of needs of people on low incomes.

Research and Consultation

The Centre's own research and consultation with other welfare organisations found that increasing numbers of people in Frankston were becoming dependent on welfare agencies for financial support. This suggested that the assistance which agencies provided to these people was not contributing to longer-term improvements in their financial circumstances;

In 1989, the Centre's research revealed that 86% of the Centre's clients who requested financial assistance did so only once within a 12-month period. However, five years later, in 1994, another study at the Centre revealed that 94% of the clients requesting financial help did so between three and seven times during the year. Other local organisations providing financial support to people reported having similar experiences with their clients.

In each of 1994 and 1995, the Centre made 7000 emergency relief grants to people experiencing financial difficulties. Approximately $323,000 was distributed by the Centre in grants during this two-year period, mainly in the form of food vouchers.

It was found also that many of the people provided with financial assistance by the Centre were experiencing a range of other social and emotional problems, in addition to their financial problems. There was some evidence that these problems were caused by or contributed to their financial problems.

Limitations of Existing Approaches

The Centre observed that most organisations providing financial support to these people had adopted what could be best described as a crisis-support approach, based on the charity model of care, which entailed providing handouts mainly in the form of food, food vouchers and cash. Minimal efforts seemed to be made by these organisations to identify, understand or address the causes of people's financial problems, nor to address the range of other social and emotional problems they were experiencing and which contributed to their financial problems, and vice versa. While the crisis-support approach based on the charity model of care provides for people's immediate physical needs, generally it does not acknowledge a number of issues:

· People have social and emotional needs which also have to be met for them to function effectively as individuals, spouses/partners, parents, workers and members of the community.

· People's social and emotional problems contribute to their financial difficulties in that problems in one or more key areas of their lives have the potential to affect functioning in other areas of their lives.

· People may be lacking in basic life skills which are contributing to their problems, e.g. budgeting, parenting, developing and maintaining relationships, communication, conflict resolution and negotiation, as well as literacy and numeracy.

· People may be lacking a good social support network (family, friends, neighbours and neighbouring services) and may not be aware of local support services and how to access them; also, importantly, they may not possess the confidence to utilise services.

· People can be disadvantaged in society by their age, gender, race, state of health, income and social class, and these issues must be addressed if current inequalities are to be reduced or eliminated.

A Range of Approaches

The Centre believed that for intervention to be effective people's social and emotional needs must be addressed in addition to their physical needs. Also, while the crisis-support approach operates mainly at the level of the individual, people's problems need to be addressed at a number of different levels. These are:

· The individual level – assisting people to develop personal coping strategies and with their personal development.

· The group level (e.g. family, friends, neighbours) – assisting people to develop more productive relationships with the people who have the potential to be supportive.

· The community level – linking people to services and other community supports; identifying limitations in services and other supports, and encouraging the development of additional services and supports

· The societal level – acknowledging that people can be disadvantaged in society by their age, gender, race, state of health, income and social class, and encouraging governments and institutions to develop policies and services which do not disadvantage or discriminate against certain groups of people.

Lack of Services and Service Co-ordination

A major element in the need for the project was the dearth of appropriate services and lack of co-ordination of existing services in Frankston for people on low incomes who were experiencing financial, social and emotional problems. While there were a number of services in Frankston which provided for the physical needs of people on low incomes, it was the Centre's view that there were no generalist services which took the role of co-ordinating the provision for people's physical, social and emotional needs. Specialist services in areas of crisis support, child protection, psychiatric support, intellectual disability and corrections did provide a co-ordinated response to their clients' problems. However, many people assisted by the Community Support and Information Centre were not experiencing problems of the kind which made them eligible for these types of specialist services.

It was common for the Centre's clients to maintain regular contact with a number of human service organisations in Frankston, but the minimal co-ordination of these services failed to maximise the benefits to clients. Although these clients may have regularly accessed a range of different services, they did not have the benefit of a case management approach to thoroughly assess their situation, and to plan, co-ordinate and evaluate the effectiveness of the support received. In many instances, the services received by these people were those which they "stumbled" upon by chance and which invariably were provided in a piecemeal way, i.e. responding to only part of their problem. The Community Support and Information Centre believed strongly that support for its clients needed to be planned and co-ordinated.

target group

The following, in point form, is a brief summary of the characteristics of the target group. They are aged mainly between 20 and 40 years. They have dependent children. They receive a low income. They experience a range of social and emotional problems, including financial and legal difficulties; problems with family relationships and accommodation; depression, low confidence, low self-esteem and lack of motivation. They often lack basic life skills such as literacy, numeracy, maintaining relationships, problem solving, parenting, budgeting, etc. They commonly lack good social support networks with family, friends and neighbours.

Energy Link has a pre-rather then a post-vention emphasis. The focus is on supporting people before they require assistance from specialist services. The Centre is not equipped to undertake responsibility for casework and support to mentally ill people or people with serious emotional or behavioural problems. Individuals and families who have been long-term clients of specialist services such as child protection, corrections, mental health, etc. will not normally be eligible to receive support from the service. They will, however, be eligible to receive support from the Centre's other services.

project funding

No source of government funding was available to cover operational costs for the project. In recent years, the Victorian State Government's emphasis has been on supporting large non-government welfare organisations rather than small neighbourhood groups such as the Centre.

Also, the Centre had maintained a policy not to accept funding from any source which threatened its independence in decision making. As a resident –operated service, the Centre valued its autonomy and had never developed services or "chased" funding simply to maintain or increase agency cash flow.

The Centre felt that there were too many "strings" attached to government funding even if it had been available for the project, especially the excessive accountability requirements. The Centre rejected the Government's emphasis on output-based funding of services. The Centre did not want to be constrained by funding arrangements which required a preoccupation with pushing people through services in order to meet pre-determined targets for numbers of clients serviced.

Early in 1996, along with a number of other human service organisations in Frankston, the Centre had been invited to meet with United Energy, a United States company which had recently assumed ownership of the electricity supply service for the region in which the Centre operated. United Energy wanted to explore ways of supporting human service initiatives in its area to enhance its goal of achieving greater corporate social responsibility.

The Centre provided United Energy with a project proposal which was aligned with the company's beliefs about its funding of community initiatives. The following, written by United Energy's Manager of Corporate Relations, is an excerpt from the report of the three-month review of the project:

United Energy recognises that as part of its commitment to customer service at large, it is important not to invest in programs which deliver short-term benefits and build and maintain individuals' dependency on welfare. United Energy is satisfied that Energy Link is an appropriate programme which offers sustainable benefits to its customers.

United Energy agreed to fund the project for two years, pending a successful first year, for a total of $A167,000.

As the Centre maintained a practice of keeping administrative costs minimal, it approached The Body Shop Australasia to mange the administration of project staffing, i.e. the payment of salaries and salary costs. The Body Shop has a long history of supporting community organisations in Australia and overseas. One of the two managing directors of The Body Shop Australasia was a resident of Frankston and a recently elected member of the Centre's committee of management.

project management

Energy Link is administered by a project management group comprising representatives from the two business organisations which fund the project, the manager of the Community Support and Information Centre, and members of the committee of management. The Centre believes that it is important to have the active involvement of its funding bodies in the management of the project in order to contribute to the enhancement of their understanding of community needs.

The project's association with Monash University arose from my employment as a staff member in the Department of Social Work and Human Services, and my links with the Community Support and Information Centre which I have maintained over the last nine years. Prior to taking a position at Monash University I was manager of the Community Support and Information Centre. For the last seven years I have been a member of the Centre's committee of management, and presently am convener of the Energy Link project management group.

The Energy Link project is staffed by a full-time Community Worker (with formal social work qualifications) whose role is casework and community work. A half-time Administration Worker is also employed to support the project.

The project management group meets bi-monthly, and the community worker meets regularly with the Centre's manager and myself to discuss issues relating to the project and for support. The community worker is supervised on a day-to-day basis by the Centre's manager, and receives professional supervision from outside the Centre

outcomes for clients of the project

Project statistics, case records and other information are maintained for the purpose of monitoring and evaluating the project. Formal reviews have been scheduled for three months, 12 months, 18 months, and two years.

During the three-month review of the project, consultation with the community worker and an examination of a cross-section of client case studies revealed that there were a number of positive outcomes for clients as a result of their contact with the project. A brief summary of them are as follows:

· Stabilising clients' emotional situations, which enabled them to function as individuals and members of the community;

· Providing other options to those clients who were contemplating suicide prior to their contact with the project;

· Stabilising clients' family situations, particularly in relation to the children;

· Improving clients' financial situations through linking them to financial counsellors able to advise them about the management of their money and advocate on their behalf with creditors and other financial institutions;

· Helping clients develop informal support networks (family, friends, neighbours) and formal support networks (community welfare agencies);

· Providing information about available community support services and enabling clients to access the services they require;

· Helping clients develop new or improved skills in relating to their family and friends, to encourage better and more productive relationships;

· Increasing clients' awareness of their rights in relation to legal matters and welfare entitlements;

· Helping clients achieve skills in self-advocacy with government, private and community organisations rather than having to rely on others to promote their interests

· Helping clients develop new knowledge and improved problem-solving abilities, and thus become more self-sufficient rather than depend on others to solve their problems;

· Increase clients' confidence, self-esteem and their personal motivation, which places them in a better position to improve their situation.

· Providing clients with the security of knowing that the project and Centre are available to them in the event of further help being required.

Client Survey

A client satisfaction survey was taken of the first 18 clients of the project. Twelve clients responded, all of whom indicated that they had received the help they wanted from the project.

Nine out of the 12 respondents indicated that their situation had improved as a result of their contact with the project. The three respondents who indicated that their situation had not improved had been experiencing longer-term problems which could not be resolved entirely during the relatively short period of their contact with the project.

All respondents indicated that they would use the project again if they were experiencing problems, and all indicated that they would recommend the project for use by members of their families.

Clients were asked questions about their perceptions of the competence of the project worker, client confidentiality, how they were greeted upon entering the premises, and the convenience of the premises' location. All responses were favourable. One respondent commented negatively about the youthfulness of the community worker.

conclusion

Simple in concept, the Energy Link project has the potential to fill a major gap in service provision in Frankston. Importantly, the project has a focus on prevention and early intervention at a time when the bulk of welfare spending is consumed by services for people whose situation has deteriorated to a more serious stage.

The need for the project was determined by local residents who were concerned about the increasing numbers of people who were becoming dependent on local welfare services, and who felt that with a relatively small amount of support over a short period of time, many people could be helped to "get back on track" (as one client expressed his own situation), and their problems resolved before escalating to a more serious stage.

Although the project has been in operation for such a short period of time, there are early indications that the project is making good progress towards achieving its objectives. The most important evidence are the favourable reports from the people who were consumers of the service. Perhaps the strongest endorsement for the project was made by a client who was contemplating suicide prior to her contact with the project.

"Without the help I received I would not have survived my ordeal. I pray it will be ongoing. My children have a parent back thanks to this program and the great staff."

� John Murphy is a committee member of the Frankston Community Support and Information Centre, and convener of the Energy Link project management group.





