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The primary focus of Local learning and Employment Networks (LLENs) is to bring together education providers, industry, community organisations, individual and government organisations to improve education, training and employment outcomes for 10-19 year olds in communities across Victoria. In their work LLENs focus particular attention to the “at risk” cohort of young people.

This is an important and at times a difficult and frustrating assignment.

It is a task that must not be done in isolation – It is the responsibility of the whole community

The Goldfields Local Learning and Employment Network’s (GLLEN’s) main role is to bring all parts of the community together to take up the challenge of ensuring that every young person has the best opportunity available to reach their full potential

To quote (The Australian Institute for a Just, Sustainable and Peaceful Future)
“Our wellbeing is shaped by our genes, our upbringing, our personal circumstances and choices and social conditions in which we live. Our collective wellbeing is improved if we live in a peaceful, flourishing, supportive society, so promoting wellbeing should be a public as well as a personal task” 

Wellbeing is measured by a number of critical factors, vital signs including but not limited to;
· Rate of employment/unemployment,
· Level of school completion

· % of the population that complete university or equivalent

· Physical and mental health measurements

· Level of crime

· Level of income

· Level of participation in community activities

· Happiness index

It is this notion that “promoting well being should be a public as well as a personal task” that is of particular interest.
When a young person through personnel circumstances, not of their own making is not provided with the opportunities to reach their full potential, surely it is the responsibility of their community to step up and make sure that that young person has access to the best possible opportunities.

There are compelling moral, social and economic reasons why this should be the case.
This vision of public well being is encapsulated in this quotation from a community participant involved in some recent work undertaken by the City of Greater Bendigo titled “Greater Bendigo twenty 36”
“If we make the city work for children then it will work for all- this doesn’t mean wrapping kids in cotton wool, it means making them more resilient, more able to make decisions, more adventurous – I would like to see a city where every kid could confidently walk or ride their bike anywhere in the city by themselves – now isn’t that something worth striving for?”

Our city has formally embraced this vision and has agreed that the three building blocks for our future will be the inter-related and in-separable concepts of Liveability, Prosperity and Sustainability.

To make this work we need to think deeply about community engagement, community expectations and aspirations that will lead to a more prosperous, liveable and sustainable community.

An essential component in all this is how do we make sure that every young person has the best opportunity to reach their full potential?
If any young person is not given real opportunities to reach their potential it should be seen as a failure to act by the wider community.

Bendigo, a vibrant city in one of the most prosperous counties on earth has more than 500 young people who are not engaged in school, training or the workplace

This is a tragic waste for the individual and the community in both social and economic terms.
Economists would view this as an unacceptable liability, a failure to realised returns
Why are we experiencing this level of disengagement in our community? 
What are the causes of this tear in the fabric of our community that result in this unravelling?

And perhaps more importantly if we are aware of this fact is it not incumbent on all of us to do something about it?

How do we embrace our social obligation to all members of our community?

Social inclusion may be seen by some as a trendy catch cry of the last decade of the 20th century and the first decade of the 21st century  
Not true, it is a policy of real substance and merit.
A social inclusion policy contains within it an implicit acknowledgement that we have a social exclusion problem.

The core conceptual feature of a social inclusion agenda, means that everyone has the opportunity for full participation in the economic, social, cultural and political life of their community 

Society has an obligation to provide social assistance and a means to a livelihood to its citizens who, in turn have obligations to society as a whole

Social exclusion/disengagement refers to, lack of opportunity to participate in social, cultural, economic and/or political life. This lack of opportunity is typically attributed to the absence of necessary resources, rights, goods and services, it is multi-dimensional in character.

Social exclusion is a result of a combination of linked and mutually reinforcing problems, such as unemployment, limited education, low income , poor housing, poor health and family breakdown, thus any solution to social exclusion demands that the interconnected elements of deprivation are tackled through multi-agency joined up approaches.

There is a need to confront the complex causes of social exclusion rather than just the symptoms.

This is where I think we are at now – we are treating the symptoms

In our region of central Victoria we are experiencing unprecedented levels of co-operation across a range of agencies to address disadvantage in our young people.

Schools have innovative and far sighted programs to tackle disadvantage within their local community

Agencies have joined up responses to meet individual needs, programs like Connect Central and Go Goldfields are great examples
The GLLEN has played a vital role in these improvements and I publicly acknowledge the work of the GLLEN Executive Officer Anne Brosnan and her team Chris Coughlan, Simon Flood, Jan Simpson and Chris McDonald and Members of the GLLEN Management Committee for their dedication and untiring work.
Despite all this good work we do not seem to be able to reduce the numbers of young people in need of assistance.
While providing the help so desperately needed by many young people I believe that there is a need for robust thinking, discussion and action about the causes of social exclusion and how we might address these causes.
Perhaps not so much about the causes as I think the causes of disadvantage are well documented, generational unemployment, limited education, low income, poor housing, poor health, poor social networks, fragile social skills and family breakdown

How do we address these challenges in our community?

In many ways a decent education is seen as the Holy Grail. Without a decent education it is impossible for any child in a modern community to grow and shine

In today’s exciting, complex and ever changing world schools do provide the opportunity for a decent education.

The difficult part is that schools are not the only element in this complex equation.

The influences of family and the wider community can and do have a profound affect on how many of our young people grow and develop.

From day one at school the educational, emotional and social gap between children can be enormous.

Some kids are turning up to our schools and seeing printed material for the first time.
The recently released “The State of Bendigo’s Children Report” is a salient reminder of the challenges that we face

“13% -144 children in their first year of school in Bendigo were developmentally vulnerable in two or more of the following domains in 2009; physical health and well being, social competence, emotional maturity; language and cognitive skills; communication skills and general knowledge”
Surely if we know this we have a moral obligation to do something about it
It can be argued that in the vast majority of cases the seeds for social exclusion are sown well and truly before a child reaches school age

While we need to respond to the needs of disengaged children and young adults between the ages of 10 and 19 would it be wiser and smarter to maximise the effort and close the gap before children reach prep grade?
Research tells us that 83% of all Australians with Certificate 111 qualification or above have a job at any given time compared with just 57% of those who left school early.

A more forensic look at this research would no doubt highlight the fact, that the overwhelming majority of Australians out of work could trace disadvantage back to their earliest years.

This research highlights, if it needs highlighting, the need for a broad based community response to exclusion including  an engaging, challenging and exciting education system from pre-school to post graduate studies to life long learning opportunities

We must build an enquiring, challenging, innovative and entrepreneurial life long learning experience, a comprehensive whole of life strategy
 It also highlights the need for a critical look at how we interact with each other.

 How do we make a social compact work- the mutual obligation of the wider community to individuals and the obligations of individuals to the wider community?
How do we change and just as importantly should we change the current preoccupation with “Its all about me”

How do we ensure that planning laws, and community strategies such as residential strategies, transport strategies, recreation strategies etc do not exacerbate disengagement?
The evidence is overwhelming - inclusive communities are more sustainable, productive and liveable. 

We have the intelligence and capacity to make our community inclusive
The question is do we have the moral and social will to make it happen?
Fabian Reid     June 2011
