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Are the dollars all we need ? XE "Are the dollars all we need ?:Neil Barringham" 
Why Funding Can Sometimes Get in the Way

Neil Barringham

Neil Barringham endeavours to support a spirit of neighbourliness in his locality. Some of his best learning has been through being with and working with local people who live with a range of vulnerabilities and challenges. Neil is a community worker. He currently works at A Place to Belong, facilitating community connections in mental health. He also works with The Community Praxis Cooperative. Neil reflects on what it takes, aside from money, to build community.

In 1992 when I moved to the area in which I now live I started to become involved with local people. As I did I noticed a couple of things about community work and government funding. Firstly, I couldn’t help but see that some of the best things that were happening in the area had a high degree of energy, participation and ownership yet were unfunded. I can still remember more than twenty people gathering in a lounge room on Sunday afternoons to discuss how we could support each other in our responses to people in the area who were experiencing isolation. 

Secondly, at about the same time I received a small government grant to do some community development work. I had made up a grant submission with all the right lingo and got the funds. But alas, it was my submission, my goals, my plans. I used community development language without genuine community development processes. The level of participation in the vision and planning was too low to use the funds as best we could. I learnt from these experiences that we need much more than funding to build community. As a matter of fact funding can sometimes get in the way. 

As I reflect a few years later on about funding and community work some points come to mind:

It is true that it is government’s role to fund and resource community building efforts. I affirm Alan Walker’s warning that “it is unlikely that an increasing amount of care will be provided by the community without economic and social policies to care for the community.” I don’t want to get caught up in an ideological naiveté that idealises the informal sector and consequently asks too much of it. We don’t want to hide behind euphemisms of ‘building the caring capacity of the community’ and replace ‘throwing money’ at social problems by ‘throwing volunteers’ at them!

Don’t hold your breath waiting for government to support your efforts before you start them. Do what you believe in, no matter how tiny. Even in small ways, gather people together around important issues of concern, and lobby government for the funds to support these issues.

Hold the hope for a useful relationship with government because it can happen. One of my roles is doing community building work in mental health with “A Place to Belong”. After trying elsewhere in government for funds and getting nowhere we tried Disability Services Queensland. We were one of the fortunate few who were successful. Our Community Resource Officer from DSQ has become a genuine resource person for us – helping and supporting us to do what we believe in. He is a superb example of what a brokering person can do between small non-government agencies and government departments.

Now that I am receiving recurrent government funding for some of my work I find that we need to work hard to keep community processes strong in our work. The following are some examples of how we go about that:

We employ workers who believe in community and who will support processes of participation and ownership of community participants, rather than pushing their own credentials as workers.

We work at honouring the unpaid contributions of people who get involved in the complexities of others’ lives.

We involve people in planning across our work, ensuring that paid workers don’t squeeze out others in planning groups.

We work to develop a range of leadership opportunities and roles, building partnerships with whomever we can – paid or unpaid – to contribute to the work.

We stay close to people’s stories, our own and those of others. Stories of community, isolation, friendship, connection and disconnection and struggle help us appreciate the common human struggle to belong and to contribute.

We work hard at not making our office the main centre of activity. We expect workers to meet people on their own turf.

In meetings and activities we attempt to de-role: professionals sit in a circle with family members, carers, advocates and people who access services. We try to learn from each other and with each other.

Another part of my role with “A Place to Belong” is to employ support workers. Funding from government has been critically important to respond adequately to the situations in which we are involved. A key consideration for me as a support coordinator is how can I use funds to nurture rather than squash community supports and networks? I feel this question strongly because I have seen people in my locality actually withdraw from support services because they find the workers too intrusive and disturbing of household and neighbourhood routines and energies. I have also seen arrangements and plans that have been made between community participants overturned and superseded by support workers and service providers without thought or apology.

To coordinate service supports that work to strengthen community links rather than sabotage them, I work with the following principles:

We do our best to affirm the roles of unpaid allies and advocates in a person’s life, trying not to squeeze them out. We receive advice and ideas from them, ensure that the workers know who they are and involve them in establishing our role with the person.

I often employ workers who live in the same locality as the person being supported so that the worker’s shops are the person’s shops, the same worker’s community is the person’s community, and the possibility of increasing networks is deepened.

I affirm the different roles that each support worker plays in connecting the person to others. For example one worker does well at mediating between a person and local shopkeepers; another does well at bringing new people into her life; another is skilled at welcoming her into her own share household where she meets other people.

I see value in, and a place for, both community participant and service provider roles. My belief is that community building does not do away with the need for services: rather services can actively promote and support community building. This involves mutual accountability and recognition of the different skills, capacities, resources and roles that people bring to a situation. The key is in developing respectful partnerships: service providers and local community members working with rather than over or across each other. When the pressure is on, and I can’t see a way through the problems and complexities, it is gratifying to see a range of people – paid and unpaid - gather together and offer time, resources and skills. It is then that I sigh and say to myself, “community is good”.

