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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

· Mission Australia developed from the City Mission movement. In the last four years it has expanded its operations considerably and has signed up for Federal Government employment programs and acquired philanthropic programs related to the environment and youth at risk. Our five target groups are families, homeless people, youth, unemployed people and communities.

· Our programs reach young people at risk in their own environment and work holistically with the young person’s needs, their peer group, and the local community. As well as measurable outcomes such as entrance into employment and education and training, we also build strong personal relationships with the young people and provide a context in which they can develop resilience and a robust sense of personal worth.

· Two significant Mission Australia programs are Youth Futures and REEP. Youth Futures works with young people who have not yet made the transition from school to work and operates from three sites in two outer suburbs with a lower income demographic. REEP works with young people in rural areas to develop skills in environmental restoration. 

· Young people aged between 15 and 25 have high levels of unemployment which are often linked to poor school completion. Added to this are significant levels of substance abuse and widespread problems with depression, which are particularly significant in the cohort of unemployed young. 

· Two Youth Futures sites offer both a case management approach plus tailored programs. The programs have emphasised the development of artistic and life skills. Young people learn painting, cooking and music, as well as developing goals, interview skills and a sense of the future. 

· One of the most innovative of our projects is the Youth Information Centre, the third Youth Futures site, at the Dandenong Plaza, a major shopping mall. By working with young people and other stakeholders such as police, security, retailers and the owners of the mall, a new very positive relationship has developed. A talent contest highlighted the young people’s abilities in hip hop and rap and identified peer leaders who have become mediators between the stakeholders. 

· Types of programs and modes of delivery have changed over time in response to the needs of the client group and evolving circumstances.

· All Youth Futures work has had a community focus and helped to improve the perception of young people held by the community and to improve the young people’s perception of themselves. It has given young people the opportunity to make a positive contribution to the community.

· Other programs include Mission: Exchange, a mentoring program between at risk young people and young executives; L.I.F.E.,  a life skills program for young people with substance abuse issues which includes a camp and ongoing support; and the Mission Room at SoundVault. This is a dedicated space in a professional recording studio that has been made available to young people who wish to record their music.

· Mission Australia works in collaboration with all levels of government and other non-government organisations such as philanthropic organisations and the business sector in developing these programs for youth. 

· Outcomes are both measurable and those difficult to quantify. Between June 2001 and March 2002, 991 individual support sessions were provided to young people, with the placement of 93 at risk young people into employment and the placement of 94 young people into training and education. However, these figures tell only a small part of the story. 

· Intangibles include newly developed self confidence, good relationships with youth workers, better relationships with the larger community, a sense of connectedness with the organisation and peers, the development of talents and skills and the chance to set real goals for the future. All of these factors build resilience and a robust sense of personal worth.

· In conclusion the work of Youth Futures fulfils some of the aims of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, particularly regarding the commitment of signatories to furthering educational, artistic and cultural development. Youth Futures also actively assists young people to obtain help for substance abuse.

· In working with disadvantaged young people from low income areas, Youth Futures and other Mission Australia programs have responded with imagination to the needs of this group. As one of the youth workers has said:

‘Youth Futures has shown that young people, if given the right environment and treated respectfully, are capable of highly creative contributions to the community, are capable of overcoming their issues and are capable of building a positive future.’

1.
Background of Mission Australia

Mission Australia developed as a national body from various City Missions in different Australian states. The City Mission movement began in the nineteenth century and was a Christian charity initiative seeking to assist poor and homeless people with basic services such as soup kitchens. In the late twentieth century, the work of Mission Australia became much more sophisticated. In 1998, with the break up of the Federal Government’s Commonwealth Employment Service, Mission Australia took over the outsourced responsibility for employment programs at a national level. Over the last four years there has been a huge expansion of services. From basic community services the focus has shifted to the management and delivery of a range of Federal Government schemes related to employment as well as State Government programs to develop community leadership and community renewal. Mission Australia has also acquired philanthropic programs related to the environment and youth at risk. Our five target groups are families, homeless people, youth, unemployed people & communities. Mission Australia retains its Christian character but is working within a secular society to deliver services without discrimination.

The organisation has branches in all Australian states and is responsible for 300 programs. At the same time, it is not heavily centralised and each state organisation sets the direction for the state. At a service delivery level, the programs run on very tight budgets and must respond to the needs and be shaped by the needs of the particular client group. As can be seen from the particular programs that will be the focus of my talk today, this responsiveness is a key to the success of our work. Opportunities are provided for experimentation – we are not afraid to try new things. In this way we are learning from experience, building on that knowledge and developing innovations. We also rely on the exceptional talents of our staff and their ability to develop strong and ongoing relationships with our client groups and all key stakeholders.

In working with young people we seek to provide diverse initiatives that will respond to a range of needs. Overall these help build young people’s self confidence and sense of the future as well as providing real skills. Programs reach young people at risk in their own environment and work holistically with the young person’s needs, their peer group, and the local community. As well as measurable outcomes such as entrance into employment and education and training, we also build strong personal relationships with the young people and provide a context in which they can develop resilience and a robust sense of personal worth.

2.
Background of Youth Futures and REEP

In 2001 Mission Australia in Victoria took over some special schemes to assist young people in between education and employment. Youth Futures and REEP – the Regional Environmental Employment Program – were initiatives of an organisation called Work Placement. Work Placement - originally ‘Employment in the Community for Young People’ - was established by a group of business and community men and women acting as a philanthropic collective
. It sought to consider ways of assisting the increasing numbers of ‘at risk’ young people who were considered too hard for existing employment and support schemes. The focus of the organisation was to work with long term unemployed and socially disadvantaged young people aged 15-24 by training, placement and support services. Youth Futures was instigated by Work Placement in 1999. 

REEP works with young people aged 15-24 who have been unemployed for six months or more, live in a regional (rural) area and who wish to work in environmental restoration. REEP provides a 12 month accredited traineeship in Australian Land Conservation and Restoration.
 The program includes education and training, placements in community environment projects and placements with private employers.

Mission Australia also operates Mission: Exchange. This is a leadership and personal development program for executives who want to mentor young people at risk. It begins with executives and young people attending three days of intensive training which incorporates components of an accredited youth worker course in the TAFE
 system. Following this the executive and the young person meet for a three hour session once per month for six months. The executive assists the young person with developing the skills and confidence needed to enter the workforce. The executives also hones their skills in mentoring and expand their understanding of social and cultural issues. 

Another Mission Australia initiative is the development of the Mission Room at SoundVault. SoundVault is a professional recording studio whose owners were concerned about young people hanging around the studio who had nothing to do. In collaboration with Mission Australia they have made available one room for young people with musical ability who wish to record their work. Young people are empowered through creative activity and build confidence, develop networks and mentors.

3.
Operating Youth Futures

The focus of this paper will be on Youth Futures. Youth Futures receives funding from philanthropic, commercial and governmental organisations. 

Youth Futures currently operates in three sites in two very different suburbs. Each of the sites has tailored its operation to meet the needs of a different client base and to provide specialised services in accordance with the character of the location. The two suburbs are Dandenong and Frankston. Both of these are at a considerable distance from Melbourne’s Central Business District and are major population centres. These suburbs are low income areas with affordable housing.  Dandenong is notable for a highly multicultural mix, whereas Frankston has a predominantly Anglo-Australian population. 

Young people in Australia have high rates of unemployment and this is exacerbated in low income areas. In May, 2001, across Australia just under one third (31%) of 15-19 year olds were not in full time education. Of those, just over half were in full time work. The remainder, representing 15.1% of all 15-19 year olds were considered ‘at risk’, i.e., in part time work, unemployed or not actively looking for work. 

Early school leavers were far more likely to be ‘at risk’, with over a third of year 10 and 11 school leavers not making the transition to full time employment or education, compared with a fifth of year 12 graduates. In 1999, the proportion of young people aged 20-24 not in full time education who were unemployed, working part time or not in the labour force but wanting to work was 18.2% of men and 24% of women. This has remained virtually consistent over 10 years.

Coupled with the gloomy statistics of unemployment and problems with transition between education and work are statistics that describe the psychological problems of young people. Figures from the National Health and Medical Research Council (NH&MRC) state that one quarter of Australian young people experience depression before the age of 18 and that the most high risk group is aged between 15 and 17. Large numbers report regular self harm and suicidal ideation, with actual suicide attempts reported to be up to 11 per cent of high school students. Substance abuse, particularly the use of amphetamines and regular binge drinking, is extremely prevalent in the teenage population. Substance abuse is linked to self medication for depression. For young women dieting has become a national past time, with a commencement age now averaging 9.7 years.
 The overall picture is of an extremely problematic adolescent period. As a period of transition it is clear many young people need more help to link youth and adulthood. 

3.1.
Services at Dandenong and Frankston

The young people of Dandenong and Frankston who are neither studying nor working typify the problems with transition that are evidenced in these statistics. In seeking to assist this group, Youth Futures sought to empower them by offering services that were flexible and responsive and which could be shaped by the participants. The different sites provided a range of opportunities and these shall be explored later in greater depth, however, all sites shared these characteristics. 

· One to one support focusing on needs and issues around employment, education, training;

· Provision of up to date information on health, recreation and other services;

· Services are provided in youth friendly venues and offer alternative learning environments;

· Make available involvement in projects that have a positive impact on the community and a tangible outcome;

· Include collaborative localised partnerships between community stakeholders that are able to develop local solutions and swap best practices, as well as encouraging awareness of what each stakeholder is able to offer.

Programs across both sites that were found to be the most successful had the following aspects in common:

· A community focus – young people valued being given the opportunity to make a positive contribution to their community;

· Community visibility;

· Helped to improve the perception of young people held by the community;

· Helped to improve the young people’s perception of themselves;

· Were held over a number of weeks and had a structure that young people could adhere to;

· Allowed young people ownership and influence over the design;

· Had a clear focus and lead towards a tangible outcome;

· Fostered an atmosphere of peer support;

· Contributed to the building of hard and soft skills;

· Involved a Youth Futures worker who was able to use the interactive social setting of an activity to build a supportive relationship with a young person.

A life skills program has run across the two sites. Entitled, Living in Full Effect – L.I.F.E. – it targets young people aged between 15-25 with substance abuse issues. The program begins with a three day life skills camp. On completion of the camp a life skills training program is conducted one night a week for ten weeks. After the training program the young people have the opportunity to attend a fortnightly support group. The support group meetings are facilitated by a youth worker and have guest speakers and recreational activities. Running parallel to that the young people have the opportunity to meet with a youth worker for an individual consultation when needed. 

Immediately measurable outcomes of combined Youth Futures activities between June 2001 and March 2002 have been the provision of 991 individual support sessions to young people, the placement of 93 at risk young people into employment and the placement of 94 young people into training and education. However, these figures tell only a small part of the story.

3.2.
Youth Futures Frankston

The first Youth Futures office was in Frankston. It is located on a street near to a small modern shopping mall. Neighbours in the same street include other welfare services with similar client groups. Across the road is an employment service of another charity – but without a focus on youth – and the Youth Resource Centre of the Frankston City Council. Youth Futures refers clients to these organisations and they also refer clients to Youth Futures. 

Youth Futures Frankston has had a somewhat experimental history. Originally a place where young people in between school and work could drop in and ‘hang out’, it developed some serious programs by which to focus the creative energies and commitments of these young people. Notable programs include the putting on of theatrical and circus performances, art tuition and cooking classes. The site includes small offices and a large empty space suitable for rehearsals. Art works by the young people hang on the office walls. These include mandala designs – circular paintings with collage whereby the young people are encouraged to tell the story of their life. 

The service actively works with young people to assist them to obtain some structure in their life. Many are not yet ready to enter the workforce or formal education. For some structured recreation, such as regular attendance at a skate board clinic, is a first step to positive change from such thrill seeking behaviour as stealing cars. For others a small thing such as being able to maintain eye contact during a conversation with a youth worker is a big step forward. A high percentage of young people presenting have very low levels of self esteem and confidence. 

3.3.
Youth Futures Dandenong

Youth Futures began in Dandenong in an office within the Visy Cares Centre, a multi functional youth services centre. There are 19 other welfare services co-located within the centre. This simplified the referral process and brought many young people into contact with Youth Futures. The organisation offered a case management approach coupled with special programs. These programs included regular art tuition and stall at the open air Dandenong Market, cooking classes and intensive assistance in finding work. 

In September 2001 Youth Futures in Dandenong diversified and added a site in a major shopping mall, the Dandenong Plaza. The new site is called the Youth Information Centre. The Dandenong Plaza is a three storey complex with outlets of major department stores, supermarket chains, ubiquitous multi-national fast food companies such as McDonalds and Wendy’s Ice Cream, a cinema, music shops and a post office. It has open air cafes, a large car park, and draws shoppers from all neighbouring suburbs. It is a major destination. The Plaza is in close proximity to the extremely popular Dandenong Market. The market is open air, sells fruit, vegetables, flowers, doughnuts, hot dogs, clothes, and other dry goods. The market also brings in large crowds of people to Dandenong several days a week. 

The Dandenong Plaza is an attractive place for young people to gather. This had lead to large numbers of young people spending time there, often with little to do. There was a problem with a lack of recreational opportunities and regular fights were taking place in the Plaza which could involve hundreds of people. When the Youth Information Centre opened in the Plaza in 2001 it structured its approach to the new challenges of the area by surveying the needs of all stakeholder groups. These included retailers and young people. Key findings included the sense of fear held by the retailers of young people who were idle and spending time in groups, and concern by the young people that the retailers and others have a negative perception of them. Young people were also found to be using drugs in the Plaza or spending time there affected by alcohol. On a more positive note, it was found that 100 per cent of young people enjoyed four kinds of music, being rap, hip hop, break dance and commercial dance. There were no programs promoting any of these musical forms run by any government or non government organisation at the time.

3.4.
Changing the Culture of the Plaza

The Youth Information Centre (YIC) undertook a series of positive steps to address the issues identified by the review. These included: 

Public Space

1. YIC to develop Youth Action Committee (YAC) to include young people, retailers and owners of mall. The YAC to meet fortnightly and collaborate on solving problems as they arise.

2. YIC to provide information on recreational opportunities and assistance for young people to re-enter employment, education and training.

3. YIC to advocate for the provision of recreational programs.

Safety and Security

4. Promote positive image of young people through publicity.

5. Deliver a youth breakdance/hip hop event that encourages and showcases positive youth group behaviour (Urban Quest).

6. Youth Action Committee to work with police, retailers & mall owners.

Drug and Alcohol Use

7. YIC to undertake drug and alcohol outreach with government agency – Youth Substance Abuse Service. 

8. Youth Information Card developed with information on services. Distributed through outreach program where youth workers make direct contact with drug users located in the Plaza.

Crime and Violence

9. Development of a ‘code’ of behaviour through the Youth Action Committee for all stakeholders.

10. Mall owners to develop a clear policy regarding crime and its consequences for YIC to publicise.

11. Increased positive presence from police and Plaza security. Organisation of computer game competition (Timezone Challenge) between disaffected young people and members of the police and security. The competition has been run twice and has established good connections between all participants.

This is a selection of some of the recommendations that have been implemented. The implementation has been a resounding success, with the breakdance/hip hop competition (Urban Quest) a stand out triumph. The Quest ran for five days, three hours a day, and attracted 60 competitors and an audience of 3,000. The audience included parents, community members and retailers. During the five days all young people behaved very well. Since the Quest in April – nearly six months – there have been no large fights at the Plaza and only a few small ones. Young people also feel that they have a much more positive image in the community – they have pride. The youth worker has publicised the message, ‘Be good to the Plaza and the Plaza will be good to you’. After the Urban Quest the local Council established a program whereby young people could receive professional training in the four skills of hip hop which was a recreational program. It ran for some months and has been continued by some peer leaders who have been identified by Youth Futures staff. These peer leaders have joined the Youth Action Committee and are working with all stakeholders constructively. 

One of the keys to the success of the development of the Youth Information Centre is the youth worker. She has excellent links developed through working with young people in the area for nine years. Prior to the move to YIC she was at the original Youth Futures office in the Visy Care Centre, co-located with 19 other services. All evaluations of Youth Futures have included comments on her helpfulness and accessibility. The stability of staffing has also contributed to the success of the services. Through the Urban Quest she has learned the language of hip hop and can communicate with the young people with an understanding of their culture.

3.5.
Collaborations/Partnerships

A major part of the success of Youth Futures in both Dandenong and Frankston has been their collaboration with other services and funding bodies. As the Project Manager for both services pointed out, they do not try to provide everything. They refer young people to other services as appropriate. Working with other bodies and other stakeholders has also enriched the possibilities for Youth Futures. The owner of the Plaza, Lend Lease, provides in-kind support to the Youth Information Centre. This includes accommodation, phone, electricity, access to fax and photocopier. The co-location of the first Dandenong Youth Futures office with 19 other services at Visy Cares also provided an immediate client base. 

3.6.
Diversity of Approach

The three offices are tackling issues of youth unemployment, alienation and disaffection in vastly different ways. However, each of them is assisting young people to address their issues with new tools. The workers see their role as helping to create resilience in young people. They teach life skills such as communication and goal setting. The two offices - other than the YIC at the Plaza - undertake case management and work with the young person in developing a personal action plan. They assist with resume writing, job search techniques, interview skills and post placement and transitional support. 

The different Mission Australia programs, whether they be the Mission Room at SoundVault, Mission: Exchange, or the artistic and life skills programs of Youth Futures, are all designed to empower young people. Other programs, such as the Urban Quest and Timezone Challenge, are focused on building relationships and showcasing talent and skill. 

The programs have been measured in terms of the numbers of contacts and the numbers of young people now in employment or education and training but a lot of what has been achieved is intangible.
 The absence of fights and the reduction of youth incidents – such as graffiti or other crime – at the Plaza is a measurable indicator. Intangibles are in the new found respect the young people feel for themselves and the pride they have in their music. Another intangible is in the retailers no longer feeling afraid of the young people. The re-construction of relationships between all stakeholders is in some ways intangible but in other ways has demonstrated profound effects. New values are based on agreed boundaries and mutual respect. 

All of the Youth Futures sites work with young people to develop resilience through a sense of connectedness with the organisation, peers in specific programs, and with the youth workers. Relationships with the youth workers are highlighted as extremely beneficial. Many of the young people have limited connections to the adult world, and these may have been fraught with a lack of success in the past. The youth workers take a positive interest in the young people and start with them where they are. If they are not ready for work or study, they find alternatives. The programs serve to uncover and develop talents and skills and in this way the young people can start to build a sense of personal worth. Through goal setting they establish a sense of hope for the future.

4.
Conclusion

Mission Australia has established a range of programs to assist young people and the focus today has been on Youth Futures. If one underlying aim behind the activities of Youth Futures could be found it would be the empowerment of young people. Young people are empowered through tapping into their skills and through the development of their resilience and sense of personal worth. In this aim Mission Australia is guided by principles enunciated in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. This convention has specific articles that commit signatories to making available educational and vocational information, the development of the child’s personality, talents and mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential, the promotion of the child’s full participation in cultural and artistic life and the encouragement of appropriate and equal opportunities for cultural, artistic, recreational and leisure activity. It also commits the signatories to protecting children from substance abuse.
 

These are very broad aims and it is the responsibility of each sector of society, whether it be family, educational institution, government, private sector or non-government organisation, to find innovative ways of fulfilling these commitments. Our work is in line with research conducted by the Australian Prime Minister’s Youth Taskforce that emphasises the need for alternative education and self development options for young people.

Young people can easily fall through the cracks. The statistics on young people - particularly at risk young people who have not successfully made the transition from school to work - paint a picture of depression and disadvantage. Substance abuse is rife in this group. 

In working with disadvantaged young people from low income areas, Youth Futures and other Mission Australia programs have responded with imagination to the needs of this group. As one of the youth workers has said:

‘Youth Futures has shown that young people, if given the right environment and treated respectfully are capable of highly creative contributions to the community, are capable of overcoming their issues and are capable of building a positive future.’
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