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Poverty in Berkeley 

Due to the most recent survey by the Jesuit Social Services in 2000, it found Berkeley to be the most disadvantaged area in the Illawarra and 38th in a list of 578 NSW postcodes in the state.  Warrawong came in 2nd.  This disadvantage is due to poverty (much ingrained) created from high rates of long term unemployment, high incidence of public housing and social isolation due to the demographics of Berkeley,  the lack of affordable transport and the lack of much needed services in Berkeley.  This has lead to social problems such as crime, drug and alcohol abuse, domestic violence, gambling addictions, child abuse and neglect, illiteracy, and so on.   

The data also indicated that Berkeley has high levels of Youth unemployment  for young people aged 15 to 24 years (34.3%).  There is also a high rate of young people who left school under the age of 16 years (50.7%) and 42.9% of families living in Berkeley have incomes under the poverty line with sole parents making up 21.3% of families.  Berkeley also has the highest ATSI population in the region (2.6%) and high levels of Non English speaking background residents (12.2%).

Many people in Berkeley live in fear of their safety as the crime rate is high, but a lot goes unreported as people would rather turn a blind eye than ring the police, just in case they are victimised themselves. Most of the community believe that its no good ringing the police as they don’t come anyway. It is a common perception among Berkeley residents that Berkeley is the “forgotten suburb” not only in policing, but also in the provision of essential services and recreational facilities available.  

Our roles as Community Workers and Youth Workers at the Neighbourhood Centre are to  provide information, referral, advocacy and support and to run programs that increase the life skills of the community focusing on educational, recreational and vocational needs.  All of our programs are intervention / prevention based.

Most of our time is spent working with people in crisis with food, financial, Centrelink breaching and housing issues.  The need for food and financial assistance are the most pressing concerns.  We distribute free bread and yoghurt, provide a free breakfast program and school lunches to school children from kindergarten to year 12 (average 13 accessing) and we provide a free dinner program once a week for young people aged 11 to 18 years  (can have up to 30 young people access).   We also participate in the Foodshare program but it is not really utilised even though the need is great, this is due to the fact that they have to travel to Warrawong to access their box of food and that requires a bus fare which they normally don’t have.  

If a client needs to be referred to another service it always requires travel by the client to access that service as there are no essential services in Berkeley except for us, a couple of drug rehabs and a mental health and child and family nurse who visit once a week.  

We are the only point of assistance that the community can access off the street.   If a person represents himself or herself for food or financial assistance they don’t have a cent to their name let alone the bus fare to access the appropriate services in Warrawong or Wollongong.  Our funding does not allow for material assistance but we provide money on a regular basis out of our petty cash for transport costs, which are expensive, as we have no public bus system.  To get to the nearest railway requires travel first by bus, then with the train fare on top makes the journey costs out of reach for many families.   Many families are living on bread and yoghurt in week 2 of their benefit period, as it’s nearly impossible for them to access services for assistance as often as they need.  Material aid agencies will only see clients once every 6 months ( which is fair enough seeing the number of people they already see on a daily basis) but the truth seems to be that many families are in need of assistance on a continual basis.

Its hard to break free of the poverty cycle and so many families have been entrenched in this cycle for generations, often little or no family support,  their life skills are poor, quiet often illiterate, they have low self esteem, they don’t have the personal resources to effectively represent themselves for employment and quiet often don’t have the ability to represent themselves at agencies such as Centrelink or Dept of Housing, even to ask for their basic rights of obtaining benefits or getting housing.  We have attended many meetings with clients to Centrelink and Housing and advocated on their behalf.  We also assist clients with support at court if needed.  This is all out of our roles but the communities needs have to be met in some way so we do our best to provide such support.  

Housing is another real need in our area, many people present themselves to us in dire need of emergency or priority housing due to homelessness or having to vacate their living arrangements in a hurry most often due to domestic violence.  The waiting lists are huge not only in adult public housing but youth emergency housing is virtually non-existent.   Many young people present themselves to us in need of emergency housing.  There is only one agency in the Illawarra that offers this service and their accommodation is limited and always full.  

We have been lobbying Dept Housing for outreach workers at our Centre and have now successfully developed a partnership with the Dapto office who have just commenced an outreach service at our Centre once a week for 2 hours.  They have a continual stream of housing tenants accessing which has shown the real need.  

We would like to see more agencies such as Centrelink,  Counselling and emergency Aid agencies offering outreach in Berkeley.  If Centrelink came one day per week, people wouldn’t have to rely on transport at the end of their 2 week benefit period to put their forms in.  Now they have to beg and borrow to get there so they will get paid.  

We have developed a working relationship with some Social workers at Centrelink and Dept of Housing officers and this has proved beneficial in gaining the right assistance for many clients.  This mainly due to the formation of the South Eastern Interagency, which has been an instrumental in developing good working relationships with workers from other services through networking and information sharing.

As for counselling, there is virtually no free counselling service for adults in the Illawarra, except for Illawarra Health with has a huge waiting list.  At other agencies there is a minimum gap payment of $25 to $30, which is totally out of reach for most clients in real need.  There is a real need for Anger Management and parenting courses to be run free of charge but no service have the funding to take this up.  As most of our clients don’t have the skills to effectively budget so they don’t have the money to access counselling so they present themselves to us and we counsel them free of charge.  They call us accidental counsellors.  We also case work, which is not our role.   

We have been working in partnership with Warrawong Community Health for the past 4 years to deliver health promotion programs to the Community at our Centre.  Mental health is a huge concern in Berkeley.  Many people present themselves as having a mental illness and with the waiting lists so high they come to us for support and money for their medications.  Unless specifically requested by the patient, there seems to be no follow up service for people once they have been discharged from hospital and put on a medication plan.  This causes a lot of stress for the carers who have to deal with the person with the mental illness with virtually no support.

Literacy and Numeracy are another huge problem with many adults and children presenting themselves to us for assistance.  We offer free “Maths and English Tutoring” to students from Year 4 primary to Year 12 high school.  We also offer free computer lessons in word-processing and internet (dependent on funding).

Please find enclosed recommendations that if only some were implemented would make a huge difference to the Berkeley Community.

Recommendations  

· Dept Housing needs to look more closely at the tenants needs before transferring them to Berkeley as quiet often they are transferred from other disadvantaged areas in the state, only to find that they are more impoverished by living at Berkeley due to the lack of essential services needed for tenants with high needs.
· Funding needs to come to the Illawarra for more Youth Housing.
· Dept Education need to employ Community Development Workers or Youth workers to work face to face in schools to develop relationships with young people to offer information, referral, advocacy and support and run programs focusing on life skills.  Dept Education also needs to develop suspension programs for chronic truants to keep them off the streets and to reinforce that suspensions are not holidays.  Mentoring programs are also needed in  Berkeley. Also some education in schools on the cause and effects of poverty.
· Funding needs to come to Berkeley to provide a multi purpose Centre where all essential services can operate out of the one building.
· Emergency Aid funding needs to come to Berkeley.  We no not have the scope to administer this type of assistance so a new position would have to be created, as it would be a full time job interviewing clients in need.
· Funding is needed to provide specialist services in Berkeley. Women’s Health workers, Indigenous workers, drug and alcohol counsellors, mental health counsellors.
· Funding is needed to conduct community development projects. 

· Adequate resources are needed to enable partnerships and community development projects between indigenous communities and the wider community. 

· Opportunities need to be available in Berkeley to enable unemployed people to enter the workforce and stay there.

Wendy Constantine

Community Development Co-ordinator

Berkeley Neighbourhood Centre
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