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A CALL TO CHANGE:

When Vision & Commitment Count


In 1986 I visited Alkira Village, a residential facility on large grounds in the western suburbs of Brisbane, starting a long association with the people living there. A group of women, mainly with intellectual disabilities, had moved into the facility in 1980 to take up residence in what had formerly been the dormitories of a boy’s home, run by a large organisation. Three dormitories had been converted into more homely surroundings with eight women living together, supervised by live-in houseparents. A new building had also been completed so that a group of men could also take up residence on the grounds. There were about forty residents in all.

During the day all residents attended craft activities, and sometimes went on trips in the two large ‘home’ buses. Every weekday at noon a bell sounded and everyone lined up at the dining-room door for the midday meal. A cook, laundress, groundsman and cleaner, and a personal carer were employed. Clothing for residents was bought in bulk by the houseparents. Residents lined up to have their hair washed, toiletries were also bought in bulk, and residents lined up to see the visiting doctor. The workers at the residence were kind but were untrained and understood ‘caring’ to mean keeping people safe, clean and well fed.

Before becoming involved with Alkira, I had the experience of assisting people with intellectual disabilities to work in open employment, to gain driving licenses, handle their own finances, and to become part of their local community.  I saw the residents of Alkira as having great potential but realised, from the perspective of my previous experience, that a transition to more typical lives was a call to change. Each week I began taking a small group of people, who seemed to have had the least opportunities in life, to a disused house on the grounds where we prepared meals and learnt new skills. We also went out, using public transport and demonstrated the possibility of more typical lives for other residents at Alkira.

This idea led to staff training being undertaken by the organisation; it seemed odd to be trying to find ‘activities’ for people each day, when workers were doing things for residents that they could do for themselves. Gradually, one meal a week was prepared at the house by the residents with some help from staff who began to see their roles more as ‘teacher’ and ‘helper’. The roles of the cook and laundress diminished, and these positions were absorbed into support worker roles, under relevant industrial awards.

By 1991 the main dormitory buildings had living units built underneath and the craft supervisor had taken on the role of teaching six women day-to-day living skills. The women bought their groceries at the local shops, travelled by public transport, cooked their own meals, did their own banking and became more involved in community groups. Soon a group of three women, who were seeking even greater independence, moved into the old house on the grounds and soon after that, into a rented house in the neighbourhood. They enjoyed the freedom and the limited assistance but three was not a good number for house sharing, and conflicts arose. With more space now at the facility, residents had rooms of their own, but living in such close quarters had always been a concern. Although people were often moved around to try to find better combinations and groupings it was never really successful. 

In 1991, funding for the support of people with disabilities was moved from a federal responsibility to a state responsibility and although there was a lot of confusion surrounding the arrangements, this was seen as an opportunity that should be grasped. The following year, when the new Disability Services Act was legislated in Queensland, our organisation was concerned about being both landlord and support service for the residents of Alkira. Discussions were held with Housing Queensland and this led to what appeared to be the best solution: housing applications were made for all residents. Although only a few individual residents of Alkira were being considered for individual accommodation support by our organisation at that stage, we believed it was important to keep the options open for all residents. Gradually large units on the grounds were divided into seventeen smaller individual units. It was amazing what was achieved for very little cost.

In 1995 funds were made available for a consultant to make recommendations about the future of the residents. Plans were developed for each person and it was recommended that Alkira should close. It was also recommended that funds be sought through the government’s Institutional Reform program for all residents to live in their own homes. Our organisation wanted to remain committed to each of the residents for the long-term, and was prepared to remain in the role of service provider, supporting the people when they moved to housing in the community. During this time the three women who shared a house were offered individual public housing units in another area of the city. As the location was some distance away our organisation saw that, in order to provide support services to the women, there would be a substantial drain on the block funding, but it decided to take the risk. In addition, when two nearby housing units became available, after careful consideration, two women moved in, and the organisation again stretched its resources to provide them with support. 

Most of the residents were now becoming more involved in the local community and the organisation secured funding for a Community Integration Worker who would help staff to find options for individual people and also work with a group of people who were at greater risk of social isolation than others. In addition, two coordinators were appointed, spreading the load and allowing for a more individualised approach to meeting the needs of each person. Our organisation has announced that Alkira will close by June 2003, and it is hoped that with careful planning and funds provided by government, twenty-six residents will have moved to housing in the community by that date. Houses are ready, staff positions planned, and residents are eagerly waiting. 

In mid-September 2002 a party was held to celebrate the first anniversary of sixteen former residents who are now living in their own homes. They were joined by family, friends and other supporters who helped to make their dream become a reality. The guests-of-honour gleamed with pride as each showed a video of their own home. They talked about the life they now enjoy. No one has any regrets about the choice made. Many are still coming to grips with the more difficult aspects of life in the community such as not having someone around all the time, using public transport, being exhausted from being ‘too busy’, learning about neighbours, and having to carefully budget money – but no one wants to return to the institutionalised life of Alkira.
Jan Clark describes a process of change that was driven by a clear vision of what was possible for people with disabilities. That vision, and an enduring commitment by a support agency, led to changed lives.  











