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A Proposal for a Community Network for

Disadvantaged Young Australians 

- breaking the welfare progression 

and realising the latent talent of youth

in an ageing population- 
Poor Families - Poor Outcomes
Anything which increases the tensions and difficulties of family life will decrease tolerance and increase conflict, thereby adding to the numbers of children with behavioural problems and learning difficulties, and to those who at older ages are more likely to be unemployed and to be involved with drugs and crime ... The difference between countries in which children do well and those in which they do badly is not family structure but the extent of relative poverty among their families and the stresses this imposes on family life.
Wilkinson, R. (1998) Unhealthy Societies. London: Routledge, pp. 165-167.

Dr John Mack

Barry Walsh

Sydney, April 2004
Introduction
The prosperity which Australia has gained from economic reform has been most unevenly shared, so that over 50% of the potential workforce now comes from poor homes particularly in rural, regional and outer urban areas (see notes)

Above all, poverty is characterised by insecurity and lack of equality with respect to education, training and work opportunities.

Given global trends and international competition, the Australian economy seems increasingly likely to become principally knowledge based with wealth creation, value adding and jobs depending primarily on knowledge-intensive goods and services, particularly involving technology, and concentrated in small to medium enterprises.

The probability that the disadvantaged half of young Australians will gain the necessary knowledge based / technological skills to participate in such an economy is low indeed. Moreover, research by Birrell, Gregory, Vinson et al has shown that these disadvantaged young adults are confined mainly to early school exits, low skilled work, casual employment and welfare.

While work for the dole programs may be helpful for some, life prospects will be bleak in an increasingly complex society without knowledge-based / technological skills, at whatever level in the hierarchies of such skills (eg tradesperson, technician, associate, engineer). Without these skills, progression through family, mid and later life would most likely be inextricably linked to welfare - without the positive contribution to maintain older Australians in the lifestyle they are accustomed to.

The words of The Hon Justice Michael Kirby are timely: 

Bronowski warned that to ignore science and technology today was to walk, with eyes open, towards slavery. I agree with that warning. We should take heed of it in our educational system so that we produce new generations of Australians who are not illiterate in the basic moving force of the world they live in.

Also with an ageing population it is imperative that the productivity of our young people be optimised.

Thus, to realise latent talent inherent in half of our young Australians, bold rehabilitative strategies are needed to enable disadvantaged young adults to contribute fully to, and to gain advantage from, a knowledge-based economy, particularly in technology. Such strategies would clearly minimise welfare dependency and break the welfare progression.

We propose:
$ 
To establish a community network to complement poor family backgrounds by elevating expectations of disadvantaged young adults and by encouraging and facilitating  their work, training and study for a knowledge-based economy, particularly in technology. 

$ 
To explore new ways of involving the broader community and the private sector in these rehabilitative strategies for disadvantaged young Australians.

The proposed community network would:
$ 
provide an organisational framework for bringing together the half of young Australians who are disadvantaged with skilled adult Australians. It is noted, for example, that half of the 55-64 age group are retired, retrenched, under employed or unemployed.  That is, the older Australians, with their life skills, qualifications and experience, particularly in the application of technologies, would provide, potentially, a rich reservoir of mentors, tutors and counsellors for encouraging, helping and leading the disadvantaged young Australians with all their latent talents and energy. 

It is anticipated that most adult Australians working as mentors, tutors or counsellors would only require honoraria.

$ 
be complementary to work for the dole programs with the term extended from 6 months to 1-2 years.

Centres within the community network would:
$ 
be located in disadvantaged regions as defined by Birrell, Vinson et al. Residential facilities may be required or desired in certain locations. 

$ 
accommodate about 200 participants - noting US experience.
$ 
emphasise information technology competence for individuals, and perhaps provide an information technology focus for the community - noting US community colleges.

$ 
both serve the young unemployed in regional and rural areas and also foster community leadership in creating a culture of innovation in knowledge based endeavour and enterprise. This would be aided by the tutelage, guidance and encouragement of visiting and resident experts, especially those experienced in rural innovation, in such fields as microelectronics, food-processing, biotechnology, marketing and business entrepreneurship.

A consultancy is proposed to produce a professionally researched report along the lines outlined above over a period of three months.


The above is only a brief outline. For further information, please contact 


Dr John Mack (email j.mack@usyd.edu.au ; phone 02-9351-2979); or


Barry Walsh (phone 07-3399-9329)
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Key Notes and References
1. 
Birrell R. etal , Regional Victoria: Why the bush is hurting, Centre for Population and Urban Research, Monash University, 2000. More generally Birrell has shown that that nearly one half of dependent children are from less advantaged home backgrounds (ie working poor and welfare recipients), where there is a significant and increasing percentage of solo parents (mainly mothers).

2. 
Gregory R. G., Children and the Changing Labour Market: Joblessness in Families with Dependent Children ANU, 1999.The Gregory analysis indicates severe family strain and lack of role models for dependent children in less-advantaged families.

3. 
Kirby P. (Chairman), Suicide Prevention: Victorian Task Force Report, 1997. This indicated the heightened need for community cooperation and coordination in disadvantaged regions to avoid these tragedies.

4. 
Vinson T., Unequal in Life: The Distribution of Social Disadvantage in Victoria and NSW, Ignatius Centre, August 1999. Graphically reinforces the message of Items 1 to 3, and the relationship between poor homes and poor outcomes. This work has been updated and expanded in 2004.
5. 
Dusseldorp Skills Forum, How Young People are Faring: Key Indicators 2003.
Related material
Knowledge-based / technological wealth creation is now the cardinal and continuing challenge ahead of us as a nation if we are to generate sufficient meaningful employment opportunities and provide other social benefits for our people. 
Technological innovation inevitably leads to major changes which must be humanely managed.  Therefore it is essential that welfare agencies, government and non-government, be involved in the planning process for significant technological innovation in order that strategies can be devised for people at ‘risk’ (eg youth) in the change process. 
The following reports are a fair sample of future-oriented work covering the elements of innovation, technology, industrial relations, education, work, demography and welfare, as well as their inter-relationships. They are recommended to those concerned / responsible for the future of young Australians and the country. 
· The Future of Work, University of Sydney 2003
· Pursuing Opportunity and Prosperity, University of Melbourne 2003
· Innovation in Australia, Melbourne Business School, 2003
· Technician Training in Australian and NZ¸ University of Western Sydney,  2003
· Full Employment and Equity Studies, University of Newcastle,  2003
· The Drive for Innovators and Entrepreneurs: School Governance and Technology Education, IPENZ 2002
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