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In this paper we explain how Waltja works with remote Aboriginal communities to support people with disability, and we discuss some of the benefits of working from a strong community base. We also discuss the barriers for people with disability living in remote communities, to schooling and further education and some ideas about how to improve education and training options.

ABOUT WALTJA

Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi is an Aboriginal women’s organisation which works for and with the remote Aboriginal communities of Central Australia. Waltja membership encompasses the central desert communities from Bonya at the Queensland border to Balgo, Kiwirkurra and Mulan over in Western Australia, north to Ti Tree, south-west to Mutitjulu and south-east to Titjikala. This is an area of over 700,000 square kilometres and includes ten main language groups. 

Waltja is governed by a strong Management Committee and Executive of senior women from these communities. Since 1991, Waltja Management and staff have been strong advocates for remote communities, and have worked with these communities to support self-determination and to help develop community-managed services. 

Waltja receives no operational grant funding from federal or Territory governments. Over the past fourteen years, however, we have successfully tendered for funds from governments and Australian and international NGOs to coordinate community development programs and to establish services in a range of program areas: child-care, nutrition, youth services, suicide awareness and prevention, Commonwealth Carelink and aged care support, and, most relevant to this Pathways conference, disability services. Waltja is also a Registered Training Organisation, currently expanding our scope of registration to enable us to deliver Community Services qualifications, appropriate for community-based workers in the disability services. 

The core operating principles of Waltja (Waltja 1999) are that:

· the family is the foundation of the Aboriginal community and Indigenous identity. Service delivery is most effective when it occurs in the context of the broad family as understood by Aboriginal people.

· The building of partnerships with Aboriginal communities is the most effective way of providing services to respond to identified needs. Direct service delivery is most effective when it is provided by local community people who have access to training and support to ensure quality outcomes.

· All Waltja work promotes Aboriginal self-reliance and dignity.

WALTJA’S DISABILITY SERVICES

As an Aboriginal organisation Waltja is well placed to assist the aged & people with a disability who live on a remote community.  We have strong community networks and acceptance by community members. We listen to our clients and following guidance from our Executive & Management Committee we are able to respond in a culturally appropriate way. While Waltja primarily provides services to remote Aboriginal communities, the Disability Coordination Officer Programme and the Commonwealth Carelink Service are directed at both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in Central Australia.

Waltja is the Commonwealth Carelink provider in Central Australia, an initiative funded by the Australian Government Department of Health and Ageing. The programme provides a national toll free number where people may obtain information about Aged and Disability services. Our project workers maintain a data base of services and facilities available and can provide current information and referrals. The Commonwealth Carelink service also has a large range of literature and brochures about Aged and Disability services, which can be forwarded to residents in remote areas.

Waltja has also received funding from the NT Department of Health and Community Services to operate a Disability Brokerage. The Programme is aimed at helping the aged and people with a disability to live on their homelands with the best possible level of care and services. The programme is supported by a committee of 6 women from remote communities, one of whom Rosemary Daniels, is speaking today, who consider any requests for financial support of people with a disability. Waltja’s relationship with each community allows the communities themselves to respond quickly to urgent requests. The Brokerage can provide assistance of up to $500 per annum for each person with a disability for services or equipment that may not be available through any other source. This might be for such things as mattresses, blankets, clothing, walking aids or food and fuel assistance.

Our Disability and Aged Care staff visit up to 15 communities each year. With assistance from members of each community  our staff compile profiles of people with a disability, establishing any immediate needs and gaps in service. Some of these can be addressed by our Disability Brokerage Programme and where necessary some are referred to the appropriate service based in Alice Springs. 

The Disability Coordination Officer Programme in Central Australia is funded by the Australian Government Department of Education, Science and Training. The aim of the programme is to  address the inequity in the participation rate of people with a disability in post secondary education, training and employment, again supporting both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in Alice Springs and across all Central Australian communities. A major accomplishment of the programme this year has been the establishment of a web site, disAbilityCentral, providing information for people with a disability, carers & disability services in Central Australia. Waltja has had positive feedback of its usefulness which is reflected in the 1000 hits per month that the site has been receiving. The programme works closely with other disability services, schools, training organisations and government, and can assist people with a disability to access appropriate services and make successful career choices.

Using information collated from the profiles together with the DCO work, what do we know of the barriers facing young people with a disability accessing education on remote communities?=

HEARING DISABILITIES  AND  LEARNING  ON  REMOTE   COMMUNITIES

On remote communities in the Northern Territory between 50 and 85 per cent of the children have educationally significant hearing impairment (Bethune 2004). Anecdotal evidence also points to the fact that those children and youth who are not attending school have an even higher incidence of hearing impairment. There is no program available in Central Australia to support teachers to deal with profoundly deaf children (Kerridge 2004), and eighty two per cent of Northern Territory communities have not received ongoing hearing services in the last three years (Bethune, 2004).
It must be remembered that as well as having to deal with a hearing impairment, children have to cope with learning in a ‘foreign’ language. Aboriginal people in Central Australia are multilingual, speaking several languages (eg Pintupi, Luritja, Pitjatjantjarra, Anmatjere, Warlpiri, Eastern and Central Arrernte).  English is not usually spoken in the home and family context, yet is the required language in schools. The consequences of the concept of “shame’, that is, being singled out from a group or highlighting a difference, should not be underestimated. It is no wonder that when the teacher cannot be easily understood, disruptive behaviour is a common consequence and together with teasing by their peers, many hearing impaired children quickly lose any desire to attend school.
In an address to the Deafness Forum earlier this year, Dr Peter Carter argued that for young people with hearing impairment:

“school becomes a place of humiliation and boredom, and the pattern of educational, economic and social disruption is set. This becomes a contributing factor to the high imprisonment rate of Aboriginal youth. “

(Carter 2004).

It is therefore of the utmost urgency that a strategy be put in place to address the extent and consequences of hearing disability in Cental Australia. 

Waltja Executive member Marilyn Nangala, who has raised a profoundly deaf son and is skilled in Auslan as well as Aboriginal signing, says that the education system needs to support teachers to work with students with hearing difficulties, and to work more closely with parents:

“Teachers should pay attention to which children have trouble hearing, and help parents to notice hearing problems. Teach the teachers AUSLAN before they come out to the schools so that they can teach the children who can’t hear. School parents can teach the teachers Aboriginal signing.”

All new classrooms built in the Northern Territory should conform to an acoustic standard established by Hearing Australia. All existing classrooms should be modified to improve acoustics to a reasonable level as established by Hearing Australia. Surround Field Systems need to be installed and maintained as part of a basic education service in every classroom, not only on communities, but in the regional centres and Darwin.

WHAT SUPPORT IS NEEDED ON REMOTE COMMUNITIES?

What help do young people with a disability in remote communities need to attend school? For a start, they need what anybody else in remote communities needs: services and facilities to meet basic needs. More housing, and housing appropriate to the land, the climate and to Aboriginal family structure. Clean water reticulated to houses for washing, laundry and sewerage. Public and private vehicles for transport to the regional centres where specialist health, education and training services can be accessed. And they need good, well maintained and safe roads. None of these basic services and facilities are guaranteed for Aboriginal people living in Central Australian remote communities.

If we talk of people with a disability living in a remote area as being double disadvantaged, then Indigenous people with a disability and living in a remote area must be triple disadvantaged.

Waltja’s Management Committee members Irene Nangala, Marilyn Nangala and Rosemary Daniels have talked often in public forums about the problems and needs for people with disability on remote communities. They point out that there are a lot of different sorts of disability, physical and mental, and that the definition of disability should also include depression and diabetes, both of which have long-term and serious impact on individuals, their families, and their communities. 

Looking more broadly at the needs of adults with disability, we assert that people with disability should be supported to live in, and contribute to, their communities, and not have to go away from home and family in order to access services.

The extent of disability in a community is not to be found out just by asking the white workers in community services – we need to be talking to Aboriginal families. Families will seek help from disability services only if they are aware of a problem and if they think that help is available, so they need information, access on the community to assessments, and some expectation that a person with disability and/or their carers will benefit from assessment of disability. The purpose of collecting data should be to support people with disability to live active and useful lives in their communities, strong in their family and culture.  

“We should be looking after people properly and making people feel happy. It’s the same with disability as for old people. Clinics and disability services should help families to look after people with disability, so that they can have a good life.”

There is a dire lack of appropriate therapy and training on remote communities for people with disability and their carers. 

“Remote communities need help from mental health workers and counsellors.  We need someone to teach about exercise. We need electric wheelchairs, and gym equipment for people who can’t get out of bed. People with disability want to work, to be strong for their community.”

In many communities, where paid employment opportunities are limited, people put in considerable unpaid work in community governance and the management of community services, maintenance of culture, care for children and the elderly. People with restricted mobility need to be supported to take an active part in these aspects of community life, to sit and talk, paint, teach, sing, and not to be excluded from the political decisions and the social work of the community. 

People’s basic needs also need to be taken care of – food, shelter, fire, clean clothes, etc – all of which require the work of appropriate family members as carers, and also equipment and infrastructure (eg access to washing machines). 

“Old people, and people with serious physical or mental disability  need someone to wash their clothes and blankets, someone to cook for them and go to the store for them, they need nice beds, wood for their fire. Councils could build windbreaks so that old people or people with disability can be comfortable sitting outside. You have to do everything that is needed so that people can have a good life.” 

It is also important to support carers and families. 

“Carers need help too, some respite care so they can have a break for a while. Some people look after their old people, or family members who have a disability without any help from the government. They just take care of them.”

People with disability and their carers need to be supported to live on their communities with their families, participating as fully as possible in cultural, social and economic life. As noted above, this requires both the care and practical support of family and community members, and also a range of professional services and equipment that are rarely available to remote communities. If people with disability need to leave their communities to access services and equipment or professional development opportunities, it is important for service providers to support the maintenance of their family and community connections.

CONCLUSION

One conclusion to draw is that there are a lot of problems and inequities and a lot of work to be done! Aboriginal people with disability living in remote communities need to be supported to have a full social and cultural life, to have access to formal education and to contribute to the shared knowledge of the community, to participate in paid and voluntary work, and to have the same opportunities for professional development as other members of the community. 

Another conclusion is that families on remote community already shoulder a great deal of the burden of support for people with disability. Waltja’s disability profile data collection has revealed that many families need help, but they have been unaware of the help that is available. However, the improved data collection about the extent of disability will only be helpful to remote communities if there are improved services, and as the data on deafness shows, there is a long way to go to meet even basic needs. 

A further conclusion is that there are some great strengths in the way a strong family-oriented Aboriginal organisation like Waltja works. Our Management Committee and Remote Disability Advisory Committee members know their communities and also, through their support for our Disability Field Workers and Coordination Officer, they help us to connect families with disability services, and with education and training services. Waltja’s Committee members have been strong advocates for people with disability. They will continue to speak out in public forums like this conference, and to work at the ground level in their communities. 

REFERENCES

Bethune, Kathy, speech transcript, 3rd National Deafness Sector 

Summit held in Brisbane in May 2004.

Kerridge, Marnie, speech transcript, 3rd National Deafness Sector 

Summit held in Brisbane in May 2004.

Carter, Dr Peter, speech transcript , 3rd National Deafness Sector 

Summit held in Brisbane in May 2004. 

Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi Aboriginal Association Strategic Plan 1999

