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In Queensland small service agencies run by people with disabilities or families are viewed as a valued mode of providing support services. These types of service agencies provide families and individuals with some real choices.
At a recent gathering of people involved with small family-governed or user-governed services in South East Queensland a number of essential characteristics common to this type of service were identified. These are:
· The service exists for the people served. Its committee comprises the people who use the service, family members and their close allies.  The interests of the service and service users are shared and mutually-sustaining.
· The provision of support arrangements is flexible, creative and innovative. Support arrangements are designed around individual needs and are respectful of individual lifestyles. The people who use the service are well-known, as are their needs and wants. The service is directly accountable to the people who use the service.
· Support arrangements are built on the contributions of informal supports such as family, friends and community connections. The creation of personal relationships and opportunities for these is fully explored and encouraged.
· The service maintains a low profile in the person’s life. But is aware of vulnerabilities and is conscientious in building safeguards into the person’s support arrangements.
· There is an overall transparency to the way the service is conducted.  The general community and individuals can clearly see how the service agency does its work. The service is clear and articulate about its purview.

However, there is a perception that small services such as these are expensive, ‘Rolls Royce’ services, but this could not be further from the truth.  Small services, dollar for dollar, are very economical as most of the funds are directed to service users and are not absorbed by administration or other non-support costs. 

Small services are, by their very nature, in a better position to develop long term, close relationships with the people to whom they provide support. By virtue of their small size, they are more easily able to ensure that people with disabilities and their family are at the heart of their work.  For example, they have the time it takes to understand the person and her or his needs and can work on a one-to-one basis to establish community connections and informal types of support that enrich life and reduce the person’s reliance on formal support systems.

Small family-governed or user-governed services are more easily influenced by the people they serve.  The services work alongside the person in partnership, taking direction from that person or family. Forward-planning is undertaken, based on knowing the person and his or her needs and aspirations and time can be taken to plan for these needs. This way of operating lessens the likelihood of crises developing.
Small service agencies provided by and for people with disabilities and families provide opportunities to express and explore individual identities, build relationships and contribute to the social exchange processes that establish people as strong members in communities. Those members of small family-governed and user-governed services who recently gathered did so in order to identify the most important characteristics of the small services that they have created and to find ways of safeguarding and ensuring their continued existence because they recognise how important it is to be able to shape their own support arrangements and lifestyles.
