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ABOUT LOMA - LODDON MALLEE HOMELESSNESS NETWORK

LOMA is a group of twenty-one specialist homelessness and community housing
programs and agencies in the Loddon Mallee region. The agencies extend from
Gisborne in the south up through Kyneton, Castlemaine, Maryborough, Kyabram
and Bendigo to Echuca, then west afong the Murray River to Mildura., Some of
these agencies have specific target groups such as domestic violence, youth,
indigenous people and people with a mentai illness. The majority work with all
homeless people within a district.

LOMA provides co-ordination for many of the activities of these agencies including
training, collaborative work, information sharing, policy responses, identification
of common issues and development of solutions, projects supporting the sector,
raising the public awareness of homelessness and family violence, and worker
and agency support. Since the addition of the Children’s Resource Program in
2005, LOMA has had a focus on children experiencing homelessness.

LOMA has a web site www.loma.net.au where further information can be
accessed.

This Summary Report was prepared for LOMA by the Project Worker Ann Markwell during
her employment in 2011. The Consumer Participation Project was a central part of her
work.



LOMA MEMBER ORGANISATIONS AND PROGRAMS

Currently, the LOMA network consists of twenty-one programs and agencies
funded under the Specialist Homelessness Services (SHS) and Community
Housing Program in the Loddon Mallee Region. Each of these organisations is a
formal member, expected to participate by the Department of Human Services.
The agencies extend from Gisborne in the south up through Kyneton,
Castlemaine, Maryborough and Bendigo to Echuca, then west along the Murray
River to Mildura.

Annie North Women's Refuge

Bendigo and District Aboriginal Corporation
Bendigo Loddon Mental Health Services (St Luke’s)
Bendigo Youth Housing Services (St Luke’s)
CADARG Castlemaine Health

Centre for Non-Violence

Cobaw Community Health Service

Community Housing Limited

Echuca Accommeodation and Support (St Luke’s)
Haven

Mallee Accommodation and Support Program
Mallee Domestic Violence Service (Mildura and Swan Hill)
Mallee Family Care

Mallee Family Care Mildura (Mental Health)
Maryborough District Health Service

Meminar Ngangg Gimba

Mildura Aboriginal Corporation

Murray Valley Aboriginal Cooperative

Njernda Corporation

Northern District Community Health Service

Swan Hill Aboriginal Health Service



DEFINITIONS

« Consumer

Consumers include individuals, families and communities who receive a service,
assistance or support from a service agency. In the Homelessness and Housing
sector, consumers could include people who are homeless, or “at risk” of
homelessness, young people, carers, victims of crime, and vulnerable families.
The definition of consumers can be broadened to include program-based
volunteers, committees of management, advisory groups, service specific focus
groups and fundraising groups but the key focus relates to the people to whom
agencies directly deliver a service. The broader consumers or stakeholders
(inciuding staff) have the capacity and opportunity to participate through a
number of other mechanisms.

{Source: Consumer Participation policy, Brophy Family and Youth Services,

p. 1)
« Consumer Participation

Consumer Participation refers to the process of involving consumers in decision-
making about a particular service including components such as service planning,
policy development, pricrity setting and addressing quality issues in the delivery
of those services. According to the Victorian Consumer Charter for community
managed housing and homelessness services, consumers can expect {¢c be
informed about and given opportunities te contribute their views about the way
services are provided and organisations are managed.

{(Source: Consumer Participation Resource Kit, Council to Homeless

Persons, p. 3)

[NB: This document will refer to Consumer Participation as CP on each page,
following the first reference.]



INTRODUCTION

Consumer participation is an issue underpinned by human rights concerns which
is now articulated in a number of quality standards in Victoria and across
Austratia, This has been warmly welcomed by the sector. However, housing and
homelessness agencies in the Loddon Mallee Region have experienced challenges
in working towards and meeting CP requirements in Section 1 of The Victorian
Homelessness Assistance Service Standards (HASS - current to 1 July 2012).

HASS requires organisations providing specialist homelessness services to:

+ Demonstrate a clear commitment to the rights of consumers

+ Enable consumers to participate in the organisation’s decision-making

s Make it easy for consumers to raise issues, make a complaint or appeal a
decision

« Ensure that complaints and appeals are dealt with promptly, respectfully
and fairly.

LOMA has undertaken this project on CP in specialist homelessness services to
support agencies to work towards and to meet the HASS requirements. However,
since commencing the project, the Victorian Government has initiated a new set
of standards that will replace HASS in 2012. The Department of Human Services
Standards will integrate standards across DHS into one approach. Below is a
summary from the new standards:

« Empowerment: People’s rights are promoted and upheid.

» Access and Engagement: People's right to access transparent, equitable
and integrated services are upheld.

+ Wellbeing: People’s right to wellbeing and safety is promoted and upheld.

» Participation: People’s right to choice, decision making and to actively
participate as a valued member of their chosen community is promoted
and upheld.

The new standards do not require organisations to enable consumers to
participate in the organisation’s decision-making, as outlined in HASS.

The project has retained the original purpose and is set against HASS, as LOMA
undertook this project prior to the changes in DHS quality standards.

The project’s aim was to support the LOMA network services to meet the HASS
requirements and to promote CP practice in their agencies. The project aims to
provide a framework to strengthen and guide the development of appropriate CP
processes and strategies in order to maximise consumer involvement in specialist
homelessness services in the Loddon Mallee Region in the interests of responsive,
effective service delivery and best possible outcomes.

The project set out as its aims:

e CP practice within a broad human rights, housing and homelessness
context in the Loddon Mallee Region;

» developing a shared understanding of language;

« supporting LOMA network members to implement CP in appropriate and
meaningful ways;

« supporting agencies to meet HASS standards relating to CP;

» models and the possibility of collaborative models;



¢ including children by listening to the voices of children;
* including Aboriginal services and explore differences relating to CP; and
*« how best to engage with diverse and minority communities.

In doing this work, we have been able to provide a “snapshot” of consumer
participation practice in services in the LOMA network.

Setting the Context of CP in Specialist Homelessness and Community
Housing Services

There have been very few developments to involve consumers in the policy and
decision-making processes in the homelessness sector. The exceptions can be
seen in services that developed from activist groups, such as the women’s
movement, the Aboriginal rights movement and the mental health consumer
movement. The underlying principle of these movements is self determination
and the services that grew out of them sometimes have a strong CP component.
For the most part, however, CP in specialist housing services and programs is
inconsistent and ad hoc. Services are often small funded programs that sit within
broader organisations such as community health services and hospitals, and
alongside other small programs. It is helpful to understand how this system and
service evolution developed.

Hometessness in Australia, as we understand it now, is a relatively new concept
that first emerged in the 1970s. The term “homelessness” was not used prior to
this. Previously, homelessness was perceived as an outcome of individual
immorality and destitution and was often criminalised or viewed as a personal
failing. From the 1960s, homelessness was beginning to be viewed more as a
social problem. By the 1970s, Australian governments were viewing it as an
urgent social problem. This was in line with a shift of emphasis towards structural
explanations of the broader social, economic and political changes and issues of
the time. Financial responsibility for homelessness shifted onto the state in the
‘70s and '80s and was often delivered via non-government charitable
organisations. The exceptions were those services that grew from activist
community groups, such as women’s services, Aboriginal cooperatives and mental
health self-help groups which focused on social change and advocated for self

determination.

Over time, homelessness has come to be constructed as a linking of two
ideologies: a conservative political perspective of homelessness as an issue of
individual vuinerability; and a more radical political perspective of homelessness
as an issue of structural inequality. This link is expressed in case management
practice. Individuals are supported to change in order to overcome the broader
structural issues. Furthermore, agencies have become providers of services,
“purchased on the basis of unit costing and measured by outputs” and this has
"encouraged services to conceptualise homeless people as clients with individual
needs”.

Hence, there has been very little broad political action that has influenced the
development of CP in any consistent way across the specialist housing sector.
People experiencing homelessness or at risk of homelessness are not generally
viewed as important stakeholders in the development of housing policy,
organisational policy and case management practice.



Rights-based Approach to Participation

Section 1 of The Victorian Homelessness Assistance Service Standards (HASS)
states that the Supported Accommaodation Assistance Act 1994:

...provides the basis for a consumer rights framework. The Act
acknowledges that peopie experiencing homelessness are one of
the most powerless and marginalised groups in society. It also
acknowledges the importance of protecting universal hurnan rights
and of a commitment to ensuring these rights are not prejudiced
by the manner in which services are provided.

This project takes its rights-based approach from HASS and the CP Resource Kit,
which states:

There are two core assumptions based on the rights approach to
CP:

= That people have the right to be included in decision-making
processes that affect their housing situation;

e That the contribution of consumers in planning, delivery and
evaluation of housing and homelessness services will result in
ongoing improvements to the service system.



METHOD

The first part of the project entails investigating consumer participation in
agencies and programs within the LOMA network. Interviews were conducted with
most services in the LOMA network.

A questionnaire was adapted from a health service evaluation of CP practice and
is in two parts:

» Part one concerns CP practice at the organisational and management level
and asks about vision and mission statements, policies, evaluations and
human resource practice.

» Part two concerns CP practice at the consumer level and asks about case
management practice, how workers are supported to carry out CP
practice, teams, training and supervision.

Initially, the interviews were conducted thoroughty until it became apparent (very
early) that many services were only meeting the basic requirements of CP as set
out in the questionnaire and that practice across the region was inconsistent.
Often the person or people interviewed did not have all the necessary
information, in that they had knowledge for one part of the questionnaire, but not
the other. Gradually, the interviews became more like conversations about CP
practice and perceptions of CP, using the questionnaire as a point of reference.

Aboriginal organisations have been partially excluded from this study as their
organisations practice a high level of CP. These crganisations are often
cooperatives and owned by the community they service. The questionnaire
overlooks aspects of how their organisations are run. Understanding CP practice
in Aboriginal organisations and communities will require another study. This only
became apparent to the interviewer towards the end of the interviews.
Nevertheless, some recommendations have included Aboriginal organisations.

The questions and responses are in Appendix One.



RESPONSES

General

Respondents were mostly positive about consumer participation practice and
wanted to know more. However, they generally found questions difficult and
answers were sometimes not relevant to the question. It seemed also that the
questions were sometimes too difficult to understand and did not fit with
respondents’ organisational structure, practice and understanding of CP.
Sometimes the interviewer confused the respondent when attempting to clarify
questions.

Inconsistent Practice

CP practice varied across all organisations. The only standard was in meeting the
basic QICSA (Quality Improvement and Community Services Accreditation)
standards and HASS, i.e. feedback forms provided to consumers and consumers
being advised of their rights and responsibilities. Beyond that, there was no
consistency.

Inconsistent Understanding

Respondents had a varied understanding of CP. Common misunderstandings were
that CP was about giving feedback forms to consumers and advising them of their
rights, or that CP entailed having consumers who may be unstable in positions of
responsibility.

Training

Very few respondents had participated in training or workshops beyond the LOMA
forums and workshops run by the Peer Education Support Program (PESP) team
frorm the Council to Homeless Persons, and it was recognised that there were very
few opportunities for training in this area.

Implicit and Explicit CP Practice

Many respondents answered that CP practice is implicit within the organisational
processes. For example, that CP is implicit in the case management practice of
staff or within broader organisational structures and that meeting the QICSA
standards for feedback indicated this. Where practice was ‘implicit’, respondents
often had difficulty naming the practice or evaluating CP practice and examples
were often one-off events or intermittent efforts, such as a one-off consumer

survey.

Where CP practice was explicit in programs and agencies, respondents could
clearly name processes and were able to evaluate their effectiveness. The
practice was often ongoing and clearly defined. These respondents generally had
less difficulty in understanding and answering the questions,

Evaluation
Very few respondents said they had an effective process for evaluating their

service from a consumer perspective, or CP in their organisation. In many cases
feedback forms that are given to consumers during the initial intake assessment
were the only form of consumer feedback sought. Respondents generally reported
that very few of these forms are returned.



ICSA and HASS

Respondents said their organisations and programs met the minimum
requirements here; however, meeting the minimum requirements does not mean

an effective CP process.

Organisational Culture

Very few organisations had CP in their strategic plans, policies, position
descriptions, staff roles and responsibilities, staff and management reviews,
general meeting agenda (teams and boards) and supervision.

10



DISCUSSION

What the findings show is that many of the specialist homelessness and
community housing services in the Loddon Mallee Region are struggling to create
consumer participation processes that meaningfully inform their service/program.

The reasons are varied:

» People are uncertain what CP is and what it should look like.

e There is no political groundswell or grass roots action to pressure services
into adopting CP processes.

» Specialist Homelessness Services are often small programs within a larger
organisation and the CP specific to their program is overlooked.

e There is little or no basic training in CP available for workers or
management.
Services are doing it alone, and getting little support.
There is no set example of CP.

However, there are exceptions: particularly in the Aboriginal services, women'’s
services and the mental health services. Aboriginal services have grown from
their communities and from political action. Consumers of these services are part
of the community and members of the organisation. Mental health programs and
services have consumer-driven programs. The women’s services work with
understandings of the politics of gender and advocate strongly for the rights of
women who have experienced family violence. This is in line with the general
historical developments of CP in homelessness services.

Other exceptions include some agencies who have dedicated programs that relate
to consumers of specialist homelessness services. Nevertheless, respondents
from these services also expressed frustration regarding the difficulties involved
with implementing CP.

All services relate trying various options. Some have spent a lot of time trying to
get consumers involved, only to find consumers did not respond, or turn up. Or
when they did, they really wanted to talk about other issues. The cost and time
involved makes it difficult for services to keep trying.

The findings also show that CP initiatives across the region are discreet. Services
are not communicating their successes and failures in CP. There is already a
wealth of knowiedge out there about how to and how not to do CP that is

grounded in experience.
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OPTIONS FOR FUTURE DEVELOPMENT

The subsequent steps for the wider LOMA network and consumer participation
need to be considered.

e This project has explored current agency activity within the network in
reference to consumer participation, and it has highlighted that there is
not a shared language and understanding of CP across the network. This is
a barrier to implementing effective CP practice in agencies and programs
within the LOMA network.

s Further research is needed to consider CP and its successful
implementation within the LOMA network.

« Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander services successfully implement
community as part of the approach in running organisations. How could
some of these practices be utilised to inform agencies within the broader
network?

+ Additional training options also need te be considered.

« From this project, it has been identified that another potential barrier to
implementing CP is a lack of effective commitment by some organisations
to CP.

The further exploration of the following options may help to address some
identified barriers and create a basis from which CP practice can be successful
and sustainable in its implementation.

Training in Consumer Participation

The aim of delivering training to the network is to educate the sector, create a
shared understanding of CP and to influence organisational cultures. Therefore
the training should be comprehensive, in that it fully explores CP and is delivered
across the network to all practitioners and management. It could be delivered in
two modes: one that targets case management practice and teams and another
that targets management and the broader organisational culture and practice.

At either level, training should include:

what Consumer Participation is;

why have CP;

context of Human Rights;

the levels of participation;

practical examples;

what it looks likes when it works and
what it looks like when it does not.

Collaboration

There are currently a number of options being considered in developing
collaborative models of CP in the Loddon Mallee Region.

12



These options include:

1. Consumer Group in the Loddon Mallee Region

One way to get the process started and understood by agencies could be the
establishment of a group of consumers ‘shared by’ agencies in the network.
While this option is not fully defined or thought through, this option could open
the door to agencies to look at scope, benefits and process in establishing
consumer participation in their own agencies.

This option would require collaboration and discussion at not only the LOMA
network level, but also discussion, negotiation and decisions by the respective
LASNs in our region. Consideration also needs to be given to the articulation of a
clear model including governance/management, accountability, budget, training
and support.

2. Consumer Representatives on the LOMA Network Steering Group

An option for CP could be consumer representatives on the LOMA Steering Group.
This option requires further exploration including assessing how effective and
meaningful consumer participation is in the network structure. For example,
LOMA is not a direct service provider — so opportunities may be limited to
systemic advocacy opportunities.

The LOMA Steering Group will undertake to explore the feasibility of including
consumers during the 2012-2013 period. However, this will require intensive
commitment, developing guiding frameworks for consumer support, etc.

3. PESP Type Program/Model in the Loddon Mallee Region

This is a well developed model with “runs on the board”. It is a comprehensive
rmodel requiring significant funding and resourcing, including providing capacity to
develop funding proposals and seek funding. In order to utilise the PESP model,
LOMA would need to develop or formalise a partnership MOU with CHP for the
program to be replicated in a rural/regional area

This option also requires significant work: e.g. development of model, training,
position descriptions, management of program, etc.

4. Trial of Different Models in several agencies in order to test and
compare strategies

The original and current CP Project plan includes phase two and three which
included piloting new consumer participation models within two to four network
member agencies. This will include a small agency and take account of different
settings, such as stand-alone agencies ~ both larger and smaller, and co-location
in a bigger agency - i.e., community health.

A key aspect of this option would be to record development and provide feedback
to the network in order to share ideas, learning, tools and practices.

This approach would also require partnerships with Aboriginal services - to share

information and explore client and community participation in the context of
Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisations.

13



LOMA would also need to consider collaborative approaches and partnership
models to trial or implement in the Loddon Mallee Region.

One significant advantage of this fourth option is that LOMA could then evaluate
the different modeis and settings and articulate its recommendations of best-
practice models for use in rural and regional settings.

14
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Appendix Two
Consumer Charter for Homelessness Assistance

The Consumer Charter is for people seeking or receiving assistance from any
Victortan community-managed homelessness assistance or social housing service.
It is designed to help individuals and organisations understand their rights and
responsibilities.

The Consumer Charter, and the Guidelines that support it, are integrated into the
Victorian Homelessness Assistance Service Standards.

The Consumer Charter is an initiative of the Victorian Homelessness Strategy.

Your Rights and Responsibilities

If you are seeking or receiving homelessness assistance or housing services, you
have the right to:

assistance during a crisis or to prevent a crisis

be considered for accommodation and housing, based on fair policies

receive help finding and staying in suitable housing on a long-term basis

feel safe

be free from discrimination

respect for your culture

respect, dignity and privacy

make choices that will affect your future

participate in the decision making process of organisations providing

services to you

+ help applying for income support, employment and health services,
educational opportunities and other support services

« make a complaint or appeal a decision you do not agree with and receive

an answer that makes sense to you

@ & & & ® 9 & o @

You also have the responsibility to:

e supply the correct and necessary information about yourself and your
situation to organisations providing services to you

respect the rights of others to feel safe

respect the cultural backgrounds and privacy of others

treat others with respect and dignity

meet your responsibilities as a tenant

* & & O

Making a Complaint

To help you deal with your complaint, please read through the full charter
booklet, which is available from the organisation you are seeking services from.
The next step is to discuss your concerns directly with the organisation you have
the issue with. If this doesn't work you can seek assistance from the following

organisations:

« The Homelessness Advocacy Service on 1800 066 256 or the Council to
Homeless Persons
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» The Social Housing Advocacy and Support Provider. To find your local
service, contact your local housing office

¢ Your local housing office to ask how to get your complaint heard and dealt
with

¢« Contact the Department of Human Services

www.dhs.vic.gov.au/about-the-department/documents-and-resources/policies, -
guidelines-and-legislation/consumer-charter-for-homelessness-assistance
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