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ONE SMALL AGENCY’S EXPERIENCES IN MANAGING ORGANISATION CHANGE & REMAINING PERSON-CENTRED

by Jenny Smith (Manager) & Jim Byrne (President)
Access Recreation, Rockhampton

In this paper Jenny and Jim explore some of the threats and challenges to Access Recreation Inc, and detail the safeguards and strategies they have employed over time. Substantial research indicates that recreation is an extremely important aspect of people’s lives and presents diverse opportunities for community inclusion.  However, recreation as a service type is in general still not considered a high funding priority nor a major concern of organisations involved with services to people with disabilities.
Why & how the service was established 

In the late 1980s, members of a local Rockhampton based support group which was attached to the Intellectual Handicap Services, became concerned about the dearth of recreational opportunities for people with disabilities.  The new Commonwealth Disability Services Act (1986) provided opportunities to redress this by funding new non-profit organisations which could focus specifically on inclusive recreational opportunities via personal skill building and support, augmented by a community development approach.  
Seizing this opportunity, this dynamic group designed and then established Access Recreation Inc, a new organisation that could support people with disabilities to pursue recreational activities. Jenny Smith was one of the founding members of the service, and is the current Manager. The current President is Jim Byrne.

Governance structure of the organisation 

Access Recreation is an incorporated association managed by a committee of nine members.  The structure has been deliberately kept simple to ensure that the collective energy is focussed on the people supported rather than the organisation itself. 
In 1998, a non-voting ‘apprenticeship’ option was introduced for prospective committee members, which offered assistance into a formal governance role through a year-long peer support arrangement with an existing committee member. During this year, apprentices take on a proxy role at meetings in the absence of an elected committee member.  
Since its inception, Access Recreation has benefited from a very stable management committee and staff. This is unusual in the disability sector, which has a 30% turnover rate. Currently, Access Recreation currently employs a manager, services coordinator, two administration officers, two recreation workers and eight lifestyle support workers.

Access Recreation’s committee of management has deliberately developed a culture of respect and participation by using a process of consensus decision making. The composition of committee members reflects a diversity of skills, backgrounds, attributes, experiences and roles (including some people with disabilities; some family members; and some members of recognised professions).  This mirrors the inclusive philosophy embraced by Access Recreation, and provides for a balance of viewpoints whilst ensuring that the interests of people with disabilities remains the primary focus. There are also a range of informal ways that the respectful committee culture has been built, including a long standing tradition of voluntarily contributing two dollars per meeting which is then ‘invested’ in the interests of Access Recreation. A formal policy dictates what will happen to any big windfall. 

Major organisational changes over the years 

1. Access Recreation has broadened its original block funding base in response to individualised funding packages, which has two significant impacts:

· increased staff numbers
· the original target group of adults with disabilities has expanded to now include children as young as five (through Family Support packages)
· administrative systems have become more sophisticated and significantly more complex.  

2. Industrial reform, including the introduction of the SACS Award (1992), has meant changes to employment conditions of staff, and an ongoing monitoring of the impact of these changes on the people being supported through the service.
3. The boom in information technology has led to the introduction of new accountancy software, which has been a steep learning curve for the service.
How change has been handled 
Access Recreation has remained at the same location for more than fifteen years. This has been important to provide a continuity of connection with the local community and with the people who receive support. There has also been organisational consistency with long term committee members and staff members, who are committed and dedicated to the organisation and clientele. By consciously remaining small, the organisation has been able to keep close to the people supported, their staff, their members, and the local community.
The management committee has addressed change by giving informed deliberation to issues as they arise. Resolutions have been implemented fairly and with integrity, using the expertise of honorary professional advisers when necessary eg. legal and medical advisers.  
The difficulties in remaining person-focused

It is important to recognise that there have been many distractions to the primary work of Access Recreation. These distractions become threats to working in person-centred ways. Key threats have included: responding to increasing bureaucratic expectations; working with other service providers with a different value base; the impact of legislative changes; and recruitment of suitable staff. 
In order to remain focussed on the lives of people with disabilities, Access Recreation has identified three key strategies: 1) ‘keeping the flame alive’, 2) celebrating the core values of the service, and 3) developing a strong relationship with the community.
Strategy 1: ‘Keeping the flame alive’
There is a careful staff recruitment process that ensures that workers are grounded in the experiences of people with disabilities. There is also deliberate attention paid to attracting new members to the management committee.

During committee and staff meetings, there are regular discussions about the low expectations of people with disabilities in the general community. Committee and staff members are encouraged to voice their own beliefs and expectations about people with disabilities, and this reinforces and affirms people’s involvement in the work of the organisation.
There is a strong relationship between the committee and staff, with staff regularly recognised and acknowledged for their commitment to the lives of people with disabilities in a range of ways.
Strategy 2: Celebrating Core Values
There are three main factors that have remained constant during the history of Access Recreation.  First, it remains strongly committed to its adopted principles and values.  Second, the organisation purview has not changed. Although there have been temptations to broaden its area of focus, the organisation has remained focussed on its original goal. Third, Access Recreation has continued to work with people in a person-focussed way. Jim Byrne, the current President, has captured this by saying, ‘People with disabilities participate in activities in the general community with their peers, rather than being labelled and assigned to special groups’.
Strategy 3: Developing a strong relationship in the community
Since its beginning, Access Recreation has deliberately organised or participated in generic community events eg. Carols in the Caves, Olympic torch journey, Beef Expos, International Women’s Day etc. This has been important not only for consumers to be involved in community events, but also for staff to foster their positive energy onto a particular event or project and to demonstrate their beliefs, values and commitment to the wider community.

The organisation has contributed to the local community by encouraging a heightened awareness about a range of disability issues such as equitable access or discrimination.  Such awareness raising efforts are often conducted in the media, such as the long running newspaper column ‘Disability Discourse’ which Access Recreation has contributed since 1989; letters to the editor; and via radio and television interviews for which the Manager is regularly approached.  
The organisation conducts fundraising events each year to augment its funding. It is within the local community that such events are conducted and from which sponsorship is derived. 
The biggest lessons Access Recreation has learned

· Trust – there needs to be trust placed in management and staff to find solutions for major problems.
· Patience – especially important when enthusiasm and timing don’t coincide with the availability of necessary resources.
· Resilience – a commitment to the ‘long haul’ of contributing to better lives for people with disabilities.

· Having a clear values base – while also learning to recognise and accept that others in the disability sector may have differing values and goals.

Finally, it is important to recognise the vulnerability of people with disabilities. Although legislation and funding may provide support to people, they will not safeguard a person’s life. For Access Recreation, the most significant lesson is that we need to remain conscious that our own practices do not add to this vulnerability.

The price of quality support is eternal vigilance (apologies to the RSL).
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