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1. Introduction
Compass Housing Services is a not-for-profit Community Housing provider (CHP). It operates throughout
NSW, in the Brisbane area of Queensland and in New Zealand. It manages almost 700 properties in the
Upper Hunter region with a majority located in the Muswellbrook area. The Compass role is to provide
housing and tenancy management services under contract to NSW government departments. The housing
provision is managed within a number of designated housing programs:
Table 1: The Compass Housing portfolio
Housing Program
No of units
Management Contract (LAHC)
600
Leasehold
25
Aboriginal Housing Office
20
Transitional
7
Within that Upper Hunter portfolio, there has been growing concern about social conditions in the
Muswellbrook South area, within a boundary set by the A15, Sydney Road and the Skellatar Stock Route.
Concern has been sufficient to prompt the creation of a Department of Premier and Cabinet Working
Group, which has brought multiple agencies together to fully explore the pattern of social problems and
identify potential solutions. Independently of this process, Compass had resolved to conduct a Deep Place
Study of the locality to determine what actions it could initiate and how it might work towards a multiagency approach with potential partners. This Deep Place study maps the extent of social and economic
problems, to explore what assets and opportunities the community possesses and to examine how the
marginalised population of Muswellbrook South can be better integrated socially and economically into the
wider community of Muswellbrook and the Upper Hunter.
The Muswellbrook South housing managed by Compass is an aging stock with a condition assessment of
45% compared with an average for Compass NSW managed homes of 56%. Repairs are conducted within
the three year management contract to maintain and where possible improve stock condition. The average
spend per dwelling in 2015-2016 was $4,818 compared to a NSW Compass average of $2,518. Compass
maintains an Upper Hunter branch office in Muswellbrook Town Centre. The Branch Office has 10 Team
Members. Compass also supports its activities in South Muswellbrook by applications to appropriate
funding streams including the Social and Community Housing Improvement Fund (SCHIF). This has secured
$100,000 of funding in the recent round to improve tenant security and provide communal spaces.
This is part of Compass’ long-standing commitment to improving the social outcomes of tenants and a
triple commitment to the People, the Place and the Performance (PPP) associated with our housing
locations. Compass works to link tenants with training, and educational opportunities. Compass also
delivers community development activities to reduce anti-social behaviour and the well-being of our
tenants is monitored using the internationally recognised Outcomes StarTM method. Compass is recognised
as an industry leader in the community-housing sector and more generally in the Australian business
community. Awards received in 2016 include:






Australian Business Awards-Employer of Choice – 2015 & 2016
Australian Business Awards-Community Contribution for the 123 and Central Coast Hubs – 2016
Australian Business Awards- for Business Innovation “In the House” program – 2016
PowerHousing – Outstanding Achievement for 123 HUB - 2016
PowerHousing - Greg Budworth Life Achievement Award – 2016
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Consequently, the instigation of the Deep Place study for Muswellbrook is part of the strategic response by
Compass to the needs of its tenants in the Muswellbrook area, with a key focus on Muswellbrook South
and the Wollombi Rd area.
Additionally, through the involvement of Professor Alan Hayes, of the Family Action Centre at Newcastle
University in the Department of Premier and Cabinet Working Group a Strong Families-Capable
Community, ‘collective impact’ program is being development for the Muswellbrook Shire area to develop
positive support systems for families and children. This will also engage with key issues in Muswellbrook
South. This collective concern is forging a basis for a collaborative approach unifying the actions of a range
of agencies. Consequently, the Compass Deep Place method will be developed within this wider
collaboration to specifically address key issues facing our tenants. Compass will also support the full range
of interventions that will emerge as this collaborative process matures. The following section more fully
explains the basis of the Deep Place approach and how it will be developed in the context of Muswellbrook
South.

2. The Deep Place approach to community renewal
The Deep Place method is an innovative approach to community sustainability and economic renewal. It
was originally developed in the context of the highly economically marginalised communities of the South
Wales (UK) mining valleys (Adamson and Lang, 2014: Lang, 2016). It was based on direct experience of over
thirty community renewal initiatives and a growing body of ‘what works’ in community renewal. The
original research was conducted by Professor Dave Adamson and Dr Mark Lang for the Centre for
Regeneration Excellence Wales and it was supported by personnel from three Universities and experts in
the fields of health, housing and education. The method has been designed to address issues in localities
where long-term economic inactivity has become normalised and where poverty and disadvantage have
become entrenched. Such localities often receive significant public resources, but the key challenges
remain unchanged. The method recognises the severity of the challenges but also the opportunities that
exist at local level and the presence of a range of assets in the people and place of concern.
The central tenet of Deep Place renewal is that economic inactivity is the ‘cause of the causes of poverty’.
Conventional approaches direct resources solely at the secondary causes of poverty, including poor
housing, low educational attainment and poor health performance. Deep Place unifies these with a local
economic development and employment strategy. Deep Place combines and collates the existing range of
interventions with a direct approach to creating employment for marginalised populations. Consequently,
as well as addressing the specific concerns identified with Muswellbrook South this report will map
economic opportunities to increase employment for the wider community in anticipation of an impact on
the level of economic inactivity in Muswellbrook South.

2.1 The theoretical underpinning of Deep Place
Deep Place combines a number of theoretical approaches to inform the design of effective practice. The
primary theoretical approaches are:


Transition planning: Deep Place accepts that many current ways of providing community needs such as
food and energy will be required to change as the low carbon imperative becomes more urgent.
Rather than waiting for ecological crisis, Deep Place advocates advanced planning for change and using
the implementation of change as a source of future employment in innovative responses to climate
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change. These can include new models of food production and energy supply and conservation
solutions.


Total Place public service reform: Total Place is an approach to public services that seeks to coordinate
services to achieve maximum impact. It takes a ‘place’ focus and conducts a radical review of public
and third sector services to assess how well they meet the outcomes required by residents and how
they might maximise impact and value for money.



The Foundational Economy: Foundational Economics focuses on the supply of goods and services that
are required by every individual, family and community to maintain daily existence. These are
described as the ‘mundane’ goods of food, clothing, shelter, energy food and key services such as
health, education, transport and housing. Fostering the foundational economy can create new jobs in
low threshold entry employment, ideally suited to populations where long-term economic inactivity is
the norm.

2.2 The Method
Reconnecting economically and socially marginalised communities, and the individuals who live there, with
employment opportunities is the primary means for combating long-term poverty and social exclusion.
This is especially true for young people where collective experiences have created a peer culture with very
low aspiration and associated patterns of learning disengagement. The Deep Place approach creates
employment potential by examining the sectors of the local economy where growth is possible and where
the lower level skills sets required allow recruitment of unskilled people with low levels of confidence and
experience. The approach also fosters business start-ups, supports existing small businesses as well as
helping small to medium business (SMEs) to grow and diversify. It does this by identifying existing and
potential opportunities in the changing economy. The method also seeks opportunities to develop social
enterprises that are able to provide more flexible employment experience for those facing the difficult
transition from long-term unemployment to employment. Social enterprises can provide the first step on
that challenging journey. For those with the most serious challenges to labour market entry the approach
can identify volunteering opportunities at community level.
This economic analysis is paired with a ‘deep’ statistical understanding of the community or locality of
concern. This is generally derived from Census data and other available data sources. In the instance of
this study the Census data is at the end of it cycle and there have been considerable changes in the
economy since the previous census. Consequently, in this report there is a heavy reliance on data derived
from Compass tenancy management processes. Data sharing across agencies and government
departments is in its infancy but the author is grateful for the willingness of Muswellbrook Council, NSW
Health and FACS for making some of their internal profiles available. The research has also been supported
by a series of informal ‘conversations’ with tenants, local support agencies and Compass staff who are
familiar with the locality and the experiences of tenants. A focus group has also been convened with
tenants from the South Muswellbrook area. The report has also been grounded in extensive desk research.
The primary purposes of the Deep Place study is to identify strategies for change. These strategies also
involve cultural change that challenges community peer cultures and develops new aspirational horizons,
particularly for young people in the community. The Deep Place method identifies three critical social
domains and promotes change in all three. An assessment of the current condition of each domain is
provided here and informs the strategic actions that are provided throughout the report.
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Atmosphere
‘Atmosphere’ refers to the ‘feel’ of a place. Is it somewhere you would like to live? Is it welcoming or
hostile? Does it feel safe or dangerous? Do residents have a sense of identity, and is that positive or
negative? Is it a tight-knit community or one fractured by difference and inequality? Is it a community
respected by others or stigmatised for crime, anti-social behaviour and substance misuse?
Assessment: Muswellbrook South has a low ‘atmosphere’ assessment, gained in part from high
levels of stigmatisation by the wider community. This stigma is also recognised by residents and
conditions their dealings with external agencies. The area has a high level of reported crime and is
likely to have even higher levels of unreported crime. Residents report high levels of personal
insecurity and fear of crime. Much of this is associated with private rental sector dwellings in the
community. Local identity is reactive to this wider stigmatisation and there are multiple
communities of belonging in Muswellbrook South based on immediate neighbours. This prevents a
broader community-based identity emerging.
Landscape
The ‘Landscape’ of a place reflects its physical characteristics and the ways in which they influence the
quality of life for those who live there. It is about the structure and design of the built environment and the
public realm. What is the housing quality and appearance? What is the housing density and distribution?
Are there green spaces and gardens, and are they well kept and attractive? Are there play and sports
spaces, and functional public spaces which contribute positively to the atmosphere of the community? Are
there services required by residents for shopping, learning, health, well-being, and exercise? Is the
community well connected internally by good roads and paths, and externally by transport links and
information technologies?
Assessment: Muswellbrook South shares many features with other similar socially excluded
communities in Australia and Europe. Social isolation is compounded by physical isolation,
determined by geography and estate design. Access is limited and there are boundaries clearly
demarcated by major roads. Housing quality is poor and of limited visual appeal. The environment
is degraded with poor community facilities for play and community activities. Access to services is
highly limited and generally only available in Muswellbrook town centre. Transport links are
limited and do not meet the needs of the community.
Horizon
The ‘Horizon’ of a community describes the sense of social horizon experienced by residents. It is
concerned with cultural and psychological horizons, and the ways in which residents orientate themselves
towards the external world. Are they empowered to interact with the wider social and economic world, or
is life restricted to the community by low educational attainment, worklessness and lack of confidence? Do
residents travel outside for work, leisure and learning or are they trapped by low aspirations within a peer
culture that is passive and lacks direction? Most fundamentally, is there social provision that builds bridges
to the outside worlds of employment, education and healthy living?
Assessment: Residents report little interaction with the wider world apart from dealings with
support agencies where required. There appears to be little take-up of learning opportunities and
the educational attainment of resident pupils is a cause for concern to the educational authorities.
Employment levels are low and there is a high level of benefit dependency. It also appears that
currently few bridging activities exist that residents are able to link with in employment, training
and learning activities.
A Deep Place intervention is ideally delivered over a medium term timescale of 5-10 years to reflect the
challenge of ‘turning the curve’ of deeply entrenched poverty and social exclusion. However, it also
5|P a g e

balances short-term gains with more medium and long-term objectives. Mitigating disadvantage and
promoting economic reintegration of marginalised communities is a lengthy process. It should also be
accompanied by a rigorous monitoring and evaluation strategy which provides constant opportunity to
reflect and fine-tune objectives. It also constantly reviews whether outcomes are being achieved for the
residents of the locality. This does not necessarily require a funded program if the methodology becomes
embedded in the way local agencies interact within a ‘coalition for change’ and, where it becomes simply
the natural way of working, Deep Place becomes a self-sustaining approach.

3. Muswellbrook, Deep Place and the New Urban Agenda
Many of the challenges faced by Muswellbrook South are experienced globally in urban, peri-urban, rural
and remote communities. Maintaining a vibrant economy, an inclusive society and a sustainable
environment in the face of industrial change, economic uncertainty and climate change are the challenges
of the twenty-first century. These global challenges are recognised by the United Nations Habitat III
program and are the subject of the New Urban Agenda (NUA) adopted by 167 nations, including Australia,
at the Quito, Ecuador conference in October 2016. The NUA is a long and complex document but will guide
city and urban policy for the next twenty years. The NUA calls for multi-level government support and local
authorities have a major role to play in achieving many of its ambitions. As Australia begins to meet the
expectations of the NUA, federal and state policy should increasingly reflect many of its objectives and the
related Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The Deep Place method aligns with the NUA in seeking to
eradicate poverty and achieve social, cultural, economic and environmental sustainability. The
recommendations in this report are grounded in the NUA philosophy and an ethical approach to city
management.
Muswellbrook Shire Council has an opportunity to become an early leader in local government
implementation of the NUA. Although the focus of this report has been on the issues evident in
Muswellbrook South, there are additional locations in Muswellbrook that experience similar levels of
economic disadvantage. Two further SA2 areas are in the top 5 percentiles of disadvantage in the SEIFA
index and without employment stability and growth it is likely that levels of disadvantage will increase.
Early adoption of the objectives of the NUA and developing a Deep Place approach to economic and social
renewal can create higher levels of economic activity and more comprehensive social inclusion and social
cohesion. Unlike many locations, Muswellbrook has an extensive range of economic opportunities for
growth. Adopting an approach grounded in the New Urban Agenda can ensure that Muswellbrook
achieves inclusive growth in which ‘no-one is left behind’.
Central to the NUA is the achievement of ‘adequate’ housing for all. This simply means the availability of
social and affordable housing to meet the needs of low-income individuals and families. Deliberations of
the issues in Muswellbrook South in this report are set within this context to ensure that any housing
solutions suggested do not prejudice the achievement of this objective.
Action 1:
This report author, Professor Dave Adamson, can provide a briefing seminar to Muswellbrook Shire
Council on the implications of the New Urban Agenda and its implementation.
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4. Muswellbrook: The present and future economy
Muswellbrook Shire is an LGA in the Upper Hunter region of New South Wales. The regional town of
Muswellbrook is the administrative and service centre and is located 125 kilometres and 1 hour and 40
minutes from the city of Newcastle. The region is served by the A15 expressway, which reaches just east of
the junction with the Golden Highway (B84). The remainder of the route is a two-lane highway with
passing places.
Passenger rail services to Muswellbrook are limited, making return travel to Newcastle within one day
difficult and not supportive of employment further down the Hunter Valley. In the Accessibility and
Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA), Muswellbrook is classified as ‘accessible’, which is defined by the
Index as having ‘restrictions to accessibility of goods, services and opportunities for social interaction’.
The Deep Place approach requires an analysis of the existing and potential economic opportunities to
improve employment generally and target recruitment to the most marginalised sections of the
community. This report will focus on the local economy of Muswellbrook but it also important to recognise
the impact of wider regional, national and global economic factors. For example, the global correction of
climate change drivers signalled by the 2015 Paris agreement will ultimately impact the coal production and
energy sectors, both of which are vital components of the Muswellbrook local economy.

4.1 The Regional Development context
There is a clear recognition across all levels of government and across a range of agencies that there is a
need for economic diversification in the Muswellbrook region. This is exemplified in Muswellbrook
Council’s $10 million commitment to economic diversification and its collaboration with key partners at
state and regional level. In common with many regional towns in NSW, traditional patterns of employment
are being challenged by a range of economic pressures. Fortunately, there is a comprehensive regional
development strategy at State level that provides a favourable climate for planning a more diverse
economy for Muswellbrook. The NSW Regional Development Framework creates a ’scaffolding for better
coordination, decision-making and effort on the ground’ (DTI 2016, P6)
The economy in the Muswellbrook area and wider travel to work region offers a range of opportunities as
well as emerging threats. In general terms, the economy of Muswellbrook Shire is well placed to take
advantage of the overall framework for Regional NSW with existing activity in several of the identified
target sectors. These are:
NSW 2021 identifies seven competitive priority sectors for economic growth, including the key
regional sectors of manufacturing, the visitor economy, agriculture (primary industries) and
minerals (mining and production). (DTI, 2015).
The Hunter Regional Plan identifies the following important action for the Upper Hunter region:
Prepare for the diversification and innovation of the economy in response to long term industry
restructuring in coal and power generation and the growth in new high-technology primary
industry and associated specialist knowledge-based industries and rural tourism.
Furthermore, an Upper Hunter Economic Diversification Task Group has driven the economic diversification
discussions with active partnership with Hunter Councils and other key players. This has been supported by
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the Upper Hunter Industry Leaders Forum, which has been able to bring together key government
departments, local business leaders and Upper Hunter Shire Councils. Further input and active intervention
is provided by Newcastle University and academic teams in a range of departments led by the Newcastle
Institute for Energy and Resources (NIER). Consequently, there is a comprehensive planning and regional
development environment in which to consider economic diversification in the Muswellbrook area.

4.2 The current Muswellbrook economy
The current economy is significantly dominated by mining as a single industry, employing by far the largest
proportion of the working population (28.79%). However, when a range of service sector employment is
aggregated it constitutes 43.76% of the Muswellbrook economy. Whilst an element of this service sector
will be dependent on mining activity, it is also a significant component of economic activity in its own right.
The level of non-mining activity is a strength in the local economy with potential for the development and
expansion of these employment patterns. Of the sectors supported by the NSW Regional Economic
Development Strategy immediate opportunities exist in the visitor economy and agriculture. Current
patterns of employment in Muswellbrook Shire have been identified by REMPLAN:
Table2: Employment in Muswellbrook Shire
Industry Classification
Mining
Retail
Electricity, Gas, Water and waste
Health Care and Social Assistance
Accommodation and Food
Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing
Manufacturing
Public Administration
Other services
Education and Training
Wholesale and trade
Professional, Scientific and Technical Services
Transport, Postal and Warehousing
Administrative and Support Services
Rental, hiring and real estate
Financial and Insurance Services
Arts and recreation
Information, media and telecommunications

% of total employment (n=9414, not FTE)
28.79
7.73
6.93
6.21
5.55
5.40
5.06
4.64
4.53
4.15
3.57
2.95
2.95
1.82
1.21
0.95
0.66
0.41

Source: REMPLAN data: http://www.economicprofile.com.au/muswellbrook/economy/employment#bar-chart

Retail activities, Health Care and Social Assistance and Accommodation and Food currently make sizeable
contributions to local economic activity and employment, as does Manufacturing and Public
Administration. These occupational categories have advantages of providing low-threshold entry and
unskilled opportunities which can be realistically aspired to by people who have been economically inactive
in the long-term and who may have little work experience or formal qualifications to offer the labour
market. Connecting people in this situation with employment opportunities is an important element of a
Deep Place strategy. Agriculture also currently makes a significant contribution to local employment and
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the diversity of agribusiness in the region ranges from internationally recognised viticulture to
thoroughbred horse breeding.
However, we note the low levels of employment in Professional, Scientific and Technical (HRF 2015) as
symptomatic of a wider issue for the Hunter region which has lower levels of development in these sectors.
Whilst this presents an opportunity for growth, it also reflects the difficult conditions experienced in more
remote and regional localities to capitalise on the expansion of these activities experienced internationally
and in Australia as a whole. The Hunter Research Foundation (HRF, 2015) notes the potential for growth of
the sector and its enablement by raising skills and training, strengthening regional, national and
international networking and investment in telecommunications and IT infrastructure.
Whilst Muswellbrook Shire has the current advantage of large-scale employment in mining, this is also a
risk. Any community that is significantly dependent on a key industry is vulnerable to changes in the wider
markets for the commodity associated with that industry. The world is currently moving rapidly to
renewable sources of energy and coal production will ultimately be a casualty of any transition to a low
carbon future. In 2015, renewable energy surpassed coal as the largest source of energy globally. Costs of
onshore wind energy are predicted to fall by 15% by 2021 and solar costs will fall by 25%. Furthermore,
China as the primary market for Hunter coal production accounted for 40% of the global increases in
renewable energy (IEA, 2016). Notwithstanding the debate about the recent electricity outage in South
Australia and the continued need for base-load supply, this points to a continued decline in world markets
for coal. For the Hunter region this is partially mitigated by the high quality, low ash characteristics of the
coal supply.
This economic risk to the region is increased by the related dependence on electricity production from coal
in the Muswellbrook locality. As the primary energy-producing region for NSW, this currently provides
some economic strength. Current dates for the phasing out of coal-generated electricity are 2022 for the
Liddell power station and 2035 for the Bayswater facility. However, Australian compliance with
international carbon reduction targets places mounting pressure on coal as an energy source. Change of
government at State and Commonwealth level could also introduce more ambitious climate change
mitigation measures, which generally enjoy widespread political support (Leviston et al, 2013). For
example, in a Climate Change Institute survey (2015) 84% of respondents placed solar power in their top
three preferred energy sources and 69% placed wind power. Similarly, 71% regarded it as inevitable that
coal-fired energy production would need to be phased out. Consequently, whist it is unlikely that the
Liddell closure would be brought forward this could feasibly be the case for the Bayswater plant. AGL
currently operate both plants and have a strategic commitment to generate 100% of their power from
renewable sources by 2050

4.3 Muswellbrook: the future economy
The existing level of economic activity in the Upper Hunter and Muswellbrook regions provides a solid basis
for future consolidation and diversification of the economy. The regional planning context described in
Section 4.1 provides a framework in which planning and engagement with all stakeholders is taking place.
The suggestions in the following sections are offered as a contribution to the existing discussions and
generally reflect the objective of contributing to a general uplift of local employment that could be linked
to Compass tenants and the objective to improve their level of economic activity. Advance apologies are
given if any of these suggestions are currently under development or have been previously visited and not
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progressed for any reason. Several areas of diversification are particularly relevant to the objective of
providing economic entry points for unskilled new entrants to the labour market.
4.3.1 The visitor economy
The development of a cruise ship terminal at Newcastle offers considerable opportunity to expand visits
and tourism expenditure in the Muswellbrook Shire region. The town of Muswellbrook itself lies at the
likely limit of cruise ship day-excursions but could become an attractive destination with support for a
strong visitor offer. Whether Muswellbrook is able to attract cruise on-shore excursions will in large part
depend on the itineraries selected by cruise companies. If Newcastle is to become an overnight berth there
is some potential for longer on-shore excursions. However, if this proves not to be the case the measures
suggested in the following pages to attract cruise visitors can be pursued by using venues in closer
proximity to Newcastle. The essential component is that the opportunities are provided by Muswellbrook
organisations, employing Muswellbrook people and selling and promoting companies and their products
that are based in the Muswellbrook Shire region.
Separately from this emerging market there is a range of potential day and stay visit opportunities. The key
objective is to promote day visits that result in follow up overnight and longer stays. The town has a
potential appeal as a ‘traditional regional town’ but currently this is held back by a limited food offer, lack
of attractions, and the absence of any ‘niche’ marketing identity. The key market to attract is the Sydney
day visitor market leading to weekend and longer stays. Currently, the Putty Rd route offers a ‘scenic’
route to Singleton described by one Trip Advisor review as a ‘blissful reminiscence of roads long-forgotten’.
Popular with motorcyclists and car drivers, the challenge is for Muswellbrook to provide compelling reasons
to extend a trip a little further. Whilst every regional town is in search of a niche identity on which to
develop its visitor economy, it is essential for any town to differentiate itself from others in the same
region. A number of potential features of Muswellbrook and the wider area lend themselves to this
possible differentiation.
Muswellbrook and the Arts

Case Study: Hay on Wye Festival of Literature and the Arts
From early beginnings in 1962 the town of Hay-onWye in rural Wales developed a reputation for
hosting a number of bookshops and became known
as the book town. In 1987 the first Festival of
Literature was held, in part based on this reputation.
With 1,000 visitors at the first event the Festival has
grown to host over 100,000 visitors over a ten day
period in late May and early June. Now attracting an
international audience and boasting appearances
from ex-USA presidents, leading authors and literary figures, and in recent years’ cinema stars, the
festival is one of the major cultural events in the global festival calendar. Referred to by Bill Clinton
as the ‘Woodstock of the mind’, the festival caters for all interests and all ages. It makes a
significant contribution to the local economy with 240,000 ‘bed-nights’ of accommodation
recorded for the 2012 festival. Over 250 tons of food are purchased and the festival sustainability
policy ensures that as much as possible is sourced local. There are now around a dozen Hay
festivals held globally, linked to the main UK festival.
Photograph by Andre Lih
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The Hay-on-Wye case study demonstrates how a significant ‘brand’ can be developed around a specific
event or pattern of activities that become associated with a town or city. Festivals are a clear method for
achieving this high level branding, but festivals sit in a highly competitive field and generally provide only
temporary activation of the local economy and often with disputed levels of economic impact. Hay-on Wye
has been successful by creating a town replete with bookshops, coupled with an annual literary festival to
maintain an all-year visitor pattern, culminating in the literature festival.
Muswellbrook has a corresponding potential to develop an ‘arts-based’ brand. Two facilities have a direct
contribution to this potential:
The Muswellbrook Regional Arts Centre: This well-established centre has considerable capacity to build on
its excellent program of workshops and exhibitions. The development of specific activities that link to
exhibitions and arts-based ‘stays’ could add significantly to the local economy. The strong national retail
presence of arts and crafts stores points to a considerable market for instructional and learning-based short
breaks. Linking the expertise that the Centre could collate, with local accommodation providers could
develop a strong marketing tool. Workshops of one day, weekend or week-long duration, in various fine
art genres, linked to local accommodation and excursions could provide a highly marketable package.
Upper Hunter Conservatorium of Music: The ‘arts’ identity of Muswellbrook is also reinforced by the
existence of the Conservatorium. This also potentially offers opportunity for ‘instructional’ visits and stays
linked to both music performance related ‘masterclasses’ and more informal weekend ‘immersive’
instructional methods. Where these can be linked to notable performers in specific music genres, a strong
market could be created.
Both these programs could link to other visitor activities to provide alternative activities for partners and
family members of participants who will wish to stay, but not engage directly with the instructional
programs.
Consequently, a range of visitor ‘products’ can be envisaged based around ‘Muswellbrook: The Regional
Arts destination. These could include:


A cruise ship day-visit with a guided tour of the Regional Arts Centre and a chamber music or
similar performance. This would be a four-hour visit with the two activities supported by a
gourmet lunch provided by a consortium of wineries and local food purveyors. This provides a
strong marketing capability to place with cruise ship excursion organisers. This can also provide a
market for local produce both on the day, but also by recruitment to web-based sales services.



One day, weekend and week-long instructional stays in music or arts practice collated by the Arts
Centre and Conservatorium. These will also link to other activities and visitor attractions to widen
the experience for participants and their family members. Activities can include, winery visits,
guided trail and bush-walking activities and cycle hire. All activities can be designed to maximise
the use of local produce, local suppliers and local labour.



These activities can be linked to a program of cultural festivals and concerts that occur at relatively
frequent intervals to maintain a staying visitor economy as well as strengthen the day visitor
economy. Currently, festival and events, including the Bottom Up Festival and the Blue Heeler Film
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Festival, tend to be community focused and target a local audience. These are capable of scaling
upwards to attract wider audiences but it may also be necessary to develop new and innovative
events around the key features of the Arts Centre and the Conservatorium.
Muswellbrook and the environment
Muswellbrook’s location in the Upper Hunter region places it in pristine environments and close proximity
to a range of landscape assets that can drive the visitor economy forward. The Upper Hunter region enjoys
an international reputation as one of Australia’s iconic geographies and Muswellbrook is ideally located in
its heartland. Capitalising on this location represents a number of challenges but also a range of
opportunities to both enhance the ‘wine region’ identity and compliment it with additional activities. Two
key possibilities are suggested here:
Muswellbrook the hiking and walking centre: Muswellbrook can serve as a touring centre within easy
reach of Mount Royal National Park, Barrington Tops National Park and Goulbourn National Park.
Muswellbrook is within 30 kilometres of a range of town walks, hiking and bushwalking opportunities
varying in level from Class 1-6, covering all levels of physical ability. The Upper Hunter Country website
http://www.upperhuntercountry.com/index.php/attractions/leisure-pursuits identifies these walks as a
separate series of leisure opportunities. However, as with the cultural assets available in Muswellbrook,
these amenities can provide opportunity to create a package or suite of activities that can be externally
marketed as a unified ‘product’.
There is a growing interest in ‘eco-tourism’ from its early origins in the 1980s. Many people now seek to
take vacations with a minimum impact on the natural and cultural environment. For many this is realised
by not using their vehicle beyond reaching their destination or indeed reaching and returning from their
vacation by public transport. Despite the infrequent train service to Muswellbrook this is feasible over a
weekend or longer period. However, on reaching their destination, eco-tourists require all facilities to be at
hand or be reachable by a sustainable method. Packaging accommodation with a series of linked walks
reached by shared transport can achieve this, especially if low carbon vehicles are used. Several potential
products can be identified:


A day excursion from the Newcastle cruise terminal to conduct a guided walk at Class 3-4 difficulty
level. This would be of appeal to more active cruise customers who may welcome some
differentiation from the general cruise experience. This can be managed by a Muswellbrook
transport company deploying sustainable travel from Newcastle to an appropriate walk site within
reach of a cruise ship day excursion.



Stay packages of varying lengths where hikers are collectively ferried to a range of walk locations
and picked up at a later time, depending on the length of the walk. These could also be supported
by guided walk options for the more challenging walks, where local knowledge could be a valued
commodity. This could be linked to Aboriginal guided activities exploring the First People’s
experience of the environment and the changes since European settlement.



A circulating day-time, gas-powered minibus linking a range of town and bush walking routes with a
scheduled cycle and return to Muswellbrook accommodation.
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Lake Liddell: Notwithstanding the lake’s current role and proximity to the Liddell power station and the
railway line, the location provides an attractive and scenic water-based attraction. Activities at the lake are
currently proscribed by the presence of the Naegleria Fowleri amoeba that poses considerable health risks.
The presence of the amoeba is a consequence of the use of the lake by the Liddell power station and an
associated warming of the water temperature. Following closure of the plant in 2022 it is highly likely that
this health risk will be eliminated and any long-term economic diversification plan can factor the presence
of the lake as a major landscape asset. This possibility is in part conditional on future usage of the power
station site and its land buffer zone for industrial diversification and the pattern of land use that might
emerge.
Subject to future land use at the power station site, the lake will potentially provide a high quality ‘natural’
landscape asset. The 50 space campsite and potential water access facilities have historically offered a
successful visitor attraction. However, camping facilities have a ‘low spend’ value as campers tend to
provide their own food and facilities. There is a careful balance required between keeping the environment
of the lake intact and developing facilities with a wider appeal and ability to attract visitors. Several
opportunities present themselves;


Development of an ‘eco-tourism’ offer that creates high value accommodation in state-of-the-art,
low carbon impact buildings. With a maximum of 20, two to three bedroom ‘villas’, the
development would be low environmental impact, grass roofed, solar powered and almost invisible
against the wider landscape. Rainwater capture, composting toilet facilities and remote secure carparking with shuttle bus links to Muswellbrook would maximise the eco-tourism appeal. The
complex could be developed with ‘off-grid’ electricity generation on site. A high quality on-site
catering facility could serve both residents, day visitors and the local community, potentially
franchised to one of the ‘cellar-door’ providers with a strong additional ‘food’ reputation.



Development of ‘bunk-house’ accommodation, at distance from the above facility, to attract a
younger, activity orientated market. This could additionally link to weekend instructional courses
in water skiing, flat-water canoeing and bush walking.



Development of a cycling track along the circumference of the lake with additional spur routes
where opportunities exist. This would serve both the accommodation facilities identified above
and day visitors.

These are examples of developing ‘tourism’ packages around key landscape assets in a sustainable way that
targets the market for eco-tourism . This is only a preliminary perspective based on a rapid review of the
region but points to the way that other locations globally have extended their market and reach and
significantly raised their visitor economy (Benckendorff and Lund-Durlacher, 2013).
Action 2:
Muswellbrook Council to lead a collaborative exercise to develop a ten- year visitor economy strategy for
the Muswellbrook shire that both integrates with, but also leads the wider Upper Hunter tourism
program. The aim will be the identification of Muswellbrook as a leading eco-tourism location with a
multiple platform visitor offer.
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4.3.2 Agriculture
Agriculture and related activities currently employ around 5.4% of the Muswellbrook Shire population. The
region has an international reputation for viticulture with major vineyards throughout the region. The wine
industry also contributes significantly to the visitor economy with the attractions derived from cellar-door
activities and related niche food products. These products and the associated visitor experiences are wellpublicised online at sites including:




The Hunter Valley visitor Centre, (http://www.huntervalleyvisitorcentre.com.au) and
Hunter Valley on Line (http://www.huntervalleyonline.com.au).
A program of Handmade in the Hunter markets (http://www.handmadehuntermarkets.com.au/

However, much of this activity is located and has a focus on the Pokolbin and Cessnock areas
Muswellbrook Visitor Information Centre has similar potential to develop a comprehensive product
placement opportunity which will also guide visitors to notable food and wine experiences in closer
proximity in the Upper Hunter.
Action 3:
Muswellbrook Chamber of Commerce engages in a review of marketing and product placement
opportunities in a functionally expanded Visitor Centre located in Muswellbrook.
However, given the already well-developed nature of this wine and food sector the potential to significantly
increase employment is likely to be limited.
Since the late 1990s there has been considerable focus in agricultural production on developing the ‘value
chain’. In contrast to a simple production of products for direct sale into the wholesale sector, value chain
production attempts to vertically integrate the stages of the supply chain from producer to consumer. This
creates a number of points in the local economy where value is added to the product, providing local
business and employment opportunities. As an example, a pig production facility will integrate with a local
abattoir followed by a charcuterie producer to develop niche, high value specialist foods for the restaurant
or delicatessen trade. This compares favourably to direct sale to the supermarket chains with associated
value loss at the first stage of the process, often to the point where farm viability is challenged.

Case Study: The Waddengroup Foundation, Netherlands
The Waddengroup Foundation was founded in 1996 to cover a region of the Netherlands which had
declined during the rapid modernisation phase of Dutch agriculture (Marsden and Smith, 2005).
Grounded in organic production the Foundation operates as a cooperative linking the production of
Texel sheep, fruit, cheese and other diary, ice-cream, culinary sauces and cereals. Managed by
three unpaid, volunteer executives and an elected Advisory Board, the Foundation seeks to
stimulate both production and processing of new agricultural products. It provides a quality
assurance, trademarking and shared logo framework for local producers to link to a highly
successful regional identity that has grown in significance since its inception. Its primary objectives
are to develop new markets, expand sales, encourage product innovation and development and to
create employment. Members return 5% of sales value to investment, marketing and product
development support activities.
http://www.waddengroep.info/english/frisian-islands-waddensea-products-menu-home-english.htm
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Considerable scope for developing the local economy has been identified in poultry production and
processing and the development of large-scale facilities in the Upper Hunter region. Within this market
increasing focus on organic meat production is providing considerable domestic and export market
opportunities with an anticipated organic poultry growth of 5.6% for 2016 and reaching 8.5% p.a by 2020
(Australian Organic, 2016). Similarly, demand for free range and sow-stall free pig production is expanding.
Free-range egg production has a longer standing market and indicates the likely growth of food products
with a high level of animal welfare in their production methods. This provides the industry in the
Muswellbrook region with an opportunity to develop this market as both domestic and overseas demand
increases.

Action 4:
Local producers and the Muswellbrook Chamber of Commerce to collaborate to consider maximising
value capture through vertical integration strategies to increase opportunities to develop higher farm
incomes and additional business and employment opportunities.
The overseas market for high quality, organic products is potentially vast and expanding. The Australian
dairy industry is already taking advantage of concerns in China following a number of food contamination
episodes in the Chinese milk industry. With a 300 million and growing middle-class the opportunities for
marketing Australian products are considerable (Zonca, 2016). This population is predicted to reach 800
million by 2030 (Carney, 2016). Similar expansions of the middle classes are occurring in other areas of
South East Asia, notably Vietnam. Central to the Chinese and other South East Asian markets is the issue of
food quality, and zero-risk of contamination. In this context, Muswellbrook could become internationally
recognised as a region of organic and high animal welfare meat production.
The China Australia Free Trade Agreement has eased some of the trading barriers and the Australian Trade
and Investment Commission (Austrade) provides a range of information and support services to assist
Australian producers to enter the Chinese, and a wide range of overseas market.
Action 5:
Local traders, Muswellbrook Council and Muswellbrook Chamber of Commerce to collaborate to engage
with Austrade to explore Chinese and South East Asian markets for local agricultural products.

These opportunities will be particularly associated with the development of low-skilled employment
opportunities and provide ideal recruitment opportunities to residents of Muswellbrook South. This will be
conditional on access to adequate transport and the availability of affordable child-care. However, it
should be noted that employment in meat processing has historically been low-wage, casualised and
intrinsically unattractive, resulting in high employee turnover. One consequence is the population of the
industry by high levels of migrant labour.
Additional opportunities to expand agricultural employment have been identified with non-food crops.
These include;




Cotton
Bio fuel production (ethanol and methanol)
Plant-based pharmaceuticals (including medicinal cannabis)
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Bio-mass feedstocks

For most commentators these products are currently prone to volatile markets, requirements for major
legislative change and improved state sponsorship of renewable energy and fuels. The degree of
uncertainty surrounding these products is currently preventing their development and expansion in the
agricultural sector but all could become more viable in the short to medium term future.

4.3.3 Muswellbrook: a renewable energy exemplar.
Muswellbrook is currently the major NSW energy-producing region. Although based in coal generation
there is considerable opportunity to fully diversify energy production over the next twenty years.
The existing power generation capacity ensures the Muswellbrook locality has excellent energy
infrastructure connections. Grid connection is often a major barrier to energy diversification, but that
barrier does not exist for Muswellbrook. Opportunity exists for Muswellbrook to be identified as a
renewable energy exemplar in Australia and beyond.

Case Study: Güssing, Austria
In the 1980s Güssing was a small, peripheral town of 4,000 inhabitants in eastern Austria. Its socioeconomic profile was very similar to Muswellbrook with up to 60% economic inactivity, outward
migration and over 70% of its working population commuting to Vienna, over 100 kilometres away.
It had a public sector energy bill of some 8 million Euros with a heavy dependence on fossil fuels.
Beginning from modest, highly localised, bio-mass heating schemes the town has developed to be
the first to achieve zero-carbon status.
With the town council providing leadership, the first element of the transition was to reduce
energy consumption in public buildings by 50% with an active programme of insulation. Further
developments included the transition to a whole town heating system from bio-mass derived from
local forests. In 1996 the European Centre for Renewable Energy (EEE) (http://www.eeeinfo.net/cms/EN/) was developed at Güssing and has promoted the technological innovations
associated with the towns programme of renewable energy transition. Most recently this has
included the development of a bio-mass gasification plant which produces a natural gas equivalent
from local bio-mass feedstock.
As important as the energy transition has been at Güssing, the economic transformation has been
as convincing, with 60 new companies creating between 1,000 and 1,500 new jobs. The location is
now a centre for renewable energy expertise and receives up to 400 visits per week to its various
renewable energy facilities.
(See: http://cleantechnica.com/2013/10/16/renewable-energy-powered-austrian-town-gussing )

This report notes the excellent progress Muswellbrook Council has made in its target of making its public
building 50% reliant on renewable energy sources. A similar objective was the catalyst for Gussing (see
Case Study) in Austria to develop a 100% renewable target for all its public buildings and to promote wider
community take up of renewable energy options. Much of this was achieved by energy conservation,
which is often forgotten in the transition to low-carbon energy futures. A major recruitment of homes,
businesses and public buildings to the installation of energy conservation measure could significantly
reduce communal energy consumption. Whist energy conservation may appear less attractive in the
Australian climate than it did in the colder Austrian environment, reduction of cooling costs in summer can
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be as important as reduction of winter heating costs in colder climates. It is also the case that many
households experience ‘fuel poverty’ in the Australian winter as they try to heat poorly insulated homes
with inadequate heating systems, often designed more for their dual purpose summer cooling duties.
However, the real opportunity for Muswellbrook to distinguish itself as a renewable energy exemplar and
flagship ‘transition community’ lies in the capacity to generate energy by a number of renewable methods.
A full analysis of the possibilities is not possible in a study of this scope and scale. However, several
potentially major generating sources can be identified for further investigation:

Solar:
The Australian and Upper Hunter climate clearly lend themselves to energy generation from solar energy
sources. Solar energy ‘farms’ are now common in Europe, despite the limited levels of efficiency achieved
with lower frequency and intensity of sunlight. Despite these limitations, solar farms are providing a
rapidly increasing energy contribution. Similar developments are occurring in Australia despite a less
favourable investment structure and limited incentivisation by government.

Case Study: AGL Nyngan Solar Plant:
Currently, the largest installation of PV panels in
Australia is the AGL Myngan Installation, capable of
generating 102 Mega Watt of electricity powering
33,000 homes p.a. This was the largest of 8 new large
schemes developed in 2015. Currently, there are 19
large-scale solar investments in Australia (Clean Energy
Council, 2016). As operators of the existing two coal
fired plants in Muswellbrook, AGL are committed to
future renewable sources in the region. A key future
interest for the industry is the development of
industrial-scale battery storage for solar energy to further reduce the dependence on ‘base-load’
power stations. (Australian Energy Review, 2015)
Wind: Further potential lies in wind generation. Wind energy installations create controversy in some
locations, given the perception of visual intrusion and landscape degradation. This suggests that location of
wind farms should be sensitive to local environmental considerations. However, minority concern with
landscape issues can be balanced by a range of benefits. Clearly these most directly relate to the creation
of clean energy in an efficient and sustainable way. However, they also create local economic benefits
despite the relatively low scale employment that results from wind farm operation beyond the construction
phase. The Clean Energy Council (2016) commissioned SKM report found that a typical 50 megawatt (MW)
wind farm:
• Has an estimated average construction workforce of 48 people with each worker spending
$25,000 per year in the local area. This equates to some $1.2 million per year flowing into hotels,
shops, restaurants, and other local service providers.
• Employs around five staff for operations and maintenance, equating to an ongoing local annual
influx of $125,000.
• Provides up to $250,000 annually in payments to farmers, a proportion of which flows into the
local community.
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• Provides a community contribution of up to some $80,000 per year for the life of the project.
The ‘hosting’ of wind farms on agricultural land can provide a simple approach to farming diversification
and provide additional income sources that are not dependent on agricultural conditions and commodity
markets. Farmers hosting wind generation capacity cite financial security, improved land use and access,
better fire control and reduced fire risk created by land clearance and improved environment (Clean Energy
Council, 2016).
Household Waste: Considerable progress has been made in recent years with the clean-burn of domestic
waste to produce electricity. Simultaneously solving the problem of land-fill waste disposal, domestic
waste can be identified as relatively clean source of energy, although not conventionally recognised as a
green or renewable energy source. The Muswellbrook locality is sufficiently sparse in population to identify
sites where community objections to such an installation can be minimised. The Lyddell power station site
provides an excellent opportunity, with appropriate grid infrastructure and an existing pattern of use that
does not conflict with community expectations. Future use of the site is under consideration, however, it
should be noted that development of energy production from waste would effectively limit the
development of the potential Lake Liddell visitor economy suggestions outlined in Section 4.3.1.

Case Study: Trident Park Energy Recovery Facility (ERF) Cardiff, Wales
The Trident Park ERF is a 30MW energy recovery
installation that produces electricity from
household waste. Annually it produces sufficient
energy to power 50,000 homes. Processing
350,000 tons of waste per year, it has reduced
land-fill for the South Wales area by 95%.
Developed by a consortium of five Local
Authorities (Project Green), the facility is operated
by Viridor Ltd who have 8 similar plants across the
UK. The plant is situated close to residential areas
and overcame considerable community objections to receive planning approval. It now hosts a
Community Liaison Group and provides a £50,000 per annum community fund supporting
environmental and educational objectives. It also has an Environmental Education Visitor Centre
and a full time Educational Officer supporting schools in the region.
Bio-mass and bio-gas:
Additional potential generation methods include bio-mass and bio-gas energy production. Bio-mass uses
materials grown specifically for the purpose. Bio-mass can produce energy from burning native wood stock
or specific plantation crops including willow and bamboo. This is often conducted in a two-stage process to
extract ethanol and methanol for fuels with residual materials processed into wood pellets that can be
burned in domestic or commercial facilities to produce heat or energy.
Bio-gas energy production uses anaerobic digestion to produce methane from farm and food production
waste. The methane is burned to produce heat for electricity production. Usually deployed at a farm or
small community level, the approach reduces energy consumption and business costs, assisting with farm
sustainability. It is particularly suited to use of waste from animal husbandry and solves a considerable
problem of farm effluent disposal. Abattoir waste can also be added to assist the anaerobic reaction. By18 | P a g e

products from anaerobic digestion can be used as fertiliser. There are currently 5 million small-scale plants
in China and 4.5 million in India (BBC Futures 2016).

Case Study: Bettapork, Biloela, Queensland.
Bettapork operate a 17,000
hectare piggery with 2,000 sows
in a modern ‘sow-stall free’
environment. The plant uses the
3 million litres of waste to
produce 200 KW hours of
electricity to power farm
functions. It remains grid
dependent for energy at peak
times but the bio-gas facility
significantly reduces external
energy consumption and reduces operating costs. It also reduces the waste disposal challenge and
produces fertiliser as a by-product.
Photo: Bettapork: http://www.bbc.com/future/sponsored/story/20161201-waste-not-want-not

This section of energy diversification has identified that future energy supply is likely to come from multiple
renewable sources and that there is no single solution. Developments will include both grid-connected and
off-grid measures to provide a stable and sustainable energy supply that does not produce carbon-dioxide
as a climate changing by-product. The purpose of examining it here is to demonstrate that the ecological
imperative can also provide an economic stimulus and opportunities for job creation. In the European and
Scandinavian nations, where renewable energy sources have been under development for several decades,
the contribution to GDP and employment is considerable. The German Energiewende approach is claimed
to have created some 380,000 jobs (see case study). It is not possible to verify that here, but such claims
point to considerable potential for economic diversification, which has been the subject of this section of
the report. The motivation here is to create as many jobs in the wider economy to filter into populations
who are currently economically inactive, including residents of Muswellbrook South who are the key focus
of this report.

Case Study: Energiewende, Germany
The movement termed Energiewende has seen a rapid development of local power generation in
Germany. Villages combine multiple sources of generation capability including bio-gas, bio-mass,
micro-hydro, wind and solar PV to achieve energy self-sufficiency and in many cases sell energy to
the grid system.
At the top end of this evolution of energy use and supply is government regulation, including the
commitment to end nuclear energy production and replace it with renewables. A raft of supportive
legislation provides security of investment and return through long-term feed-in tariffs.
Collectively the measures have increased investment in renewables with the result that costs of
developing supply have fallen. With its origins in the 1970s anti-nuclear energy movement in
Germany, the pace of change and technological development has accelerated in the last decade
and the sector has created 380,000 jobs from this new approach to energy generation.
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The Energiewend develops a model of power supply that is very different from the grid approach
and the operation of ‘base-load’ power-stations. It argues for flexibility of supply and a major
emphasis on energy conservation. (Agora Energiewende, 2013). Additionally, whilst government
has provided a flexible and supportive legislative environment, much of the development of supply
has been localised and driven by community and municipal initiatives. Communities have been
empowered by the legislative framework and lack of ‘red tape’ associated with power generation in
Germany.
See: http://energytransition.de
Action 6:
The commissioning of a comprehensive energy strategy review to engage with all potential partners. The
aim would be the production of a 20-year energy plan that would create Muswellbrook as a carbonneutral transition town and an Australian and international exemplar of large-scale renewable energy
production.

4.3.4 Muswellbrook: Innovation, e-commerce and e-employment
Whilst much has been made of ‘innovation’ politically in recent times, the reality is that business innovation
drives economic growth, disrupts inefficient business models and fosters business start-ups (Office of the
Chief Economist, 2015). Australia has one of the highest rates of business start-ups with 13.1% of the
population engaged in start-up activities (2014). Many contemporary start-ups now engage with
opportunities in online or ‘e-commerce’. Start-up costs can be relatively low and a business can often
operate from domestic premises during a start-up phase, subject to appropriate regulations. However, this
can be frustrated by low broadband speeds, the unaffordability of broadband connections and clashes with
domestic and family life. A solution emerging internationally is the development of co-working spaces.
The Upper Hunter Innovation Hub developed by the University of Newcastle, as part of a $1 million
innovation hub program, brings a co-working space initiative to Muswellbrook. Located in the Upper
Hunter Tertiary Education Centre, the initiative is an element of a wider network of innovation hubs and
part of the Hunter Region Innovation Precinct which seeks to promote innovation and business growth in:
…energy technologies, environmental remediation, land use management, soil productivity, climate
adaption, energy efficiency and precision or high efficiency agriculture. The centre will foster
University research and business collaboration. The associated Hunter Region Innovation Precinct
this will have enormous impact on the business capacity of the region.
It is also likely that Muswellbrook would benefit from an additional co-working space aimed at lower-level
business development to support start-up businesses in areas like design, e-commerce, free-lancing and
software development. Additionally, opportunities for casual and part-time employment are increasing
rapidly as ‘e-employment’ offers new disruptive employment patterns. Opportunities range from sites such
as Fiverr where small tasks are completed, to full ‘free-lancing’ website such as eLance and Craigslist.
These offer international employment opportunities often at professional rates. Skill levels can be
relatively low and largely require IT and general literacy and numeracy. The critical barrier for many poorer
households is the acquisition of IT skills and access to IT equipment and fast broadband connections. A coworking space can provide the IT and support infrastructures that enable new business to emerge. Coworking spaces are also incubators of business connections and networks enabling local trading between
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participants that can have a significant multiplier effect at the local level. TAFE provision can also foster the
requisite skills and promote an e-working community.
Action 7:
That Muswellbrook Council, Newcastle University and Hunter TAFE scope the potential for a co-worker
space alongside the Innovaton Hub to foster lower skill level businesses and e-working to compliment
the current research and hi-tech strategy.

4.3.5 Muswellbrook: The ‘care economy’
One potential area of increasing economic activity is in the care economy. Several factors are increasing
demand for qualified care professionals in child, adult and elderly care in Australia and internationally.
Elderly Care: The first of these is the aging populations of Australia and other developed nations. Caused
by reduced fertility rates and improved life expectancy, the median age for Australians has increased by 3
years since 1996. Similarly, the proportion of the population over 65 has increased from 12% to 15.3% in
the same period and the proportion over 80 has doubled to 2.0% (ABS 2016). In Muswellbrook, projections
suggest that by 2031 there will be a 91% increase in those aged over 70 with an additional 1010 persons
(Hunter New England Local Health District, 2015). This trend, and its continuation, has major implications
for the growth of care requirements in an ageing population. This provides significant opportunity for
growing care services as a potential employment source. The recent development of a $27 million aged
care and retirement living facility in Muswellbrook (Muswellbrook Shire Council, 2016) points to the
potential for increased employment in this field.
NDIS Reform: Further growth in demand for care services is indicated by the roll out of the NDIS reforms.
The reforms are based on funding care services through the individual client to empower those requiring
care to directly commission their own care program. Seen as a ‘market’ model, some 460,000 people will
be covered by the scheme when it is fully implemented in 2019 (Gilchrist, 2016). This will rapidly increase
the demand for care services. It is estimated that the number of Home Care Packages will increase from
66,000 to almost 100,000 in 2017 and prompt major shortages of skilled personnel (Deloitte, 2015). It is
not possible to model this increased demand within the Muswellbrook region specifically, but it is likely to
reflect the wider pattern and to be a major source of potential employment
Affordable child-care: Accessing affordable child-care is a major challenge for working parents and can
require a significant proportion of the household income. Anecdotally, there is a shortage of child-care
facilities in the Muswellbrook region and a potential to develop new provision. Any increased economic
activity requires additional child-care and adds further to the diversification of the local economy. It also
provides an employment route with low threshold entry and is a skills area supported by TAFE provision.
This suggests that the care economy is capable of considerable growth and creation of new employment
opportunities. Key advantages of this sector include the low-skills level entry requirements and the
flexibility of employment patterns. However, it is also a concern that wage levels in the care sector are
generally low and can create ‘in-work’ poverty for care workers. One remedy demonstrated internationally
is the development of community-owned care provision in the form of cooperatives or social enterprises.
These not-for-profit companies are generally recognised as providing high standards of care, better workforce training and higher wage levels.
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The care sector is a key element of the foundational economy explored in the following section and an
early review of opportunities could provide employment to some of the population that is the concern of
this report. It is also a sector that lends itself to community ownership, care cooperatives and social
enterprises. Canada (notably Quebec and British Columbia) and Emilia Romano, Italy are recognised as
exemplars of this approach to delivering care services with over 85% of social care provided by
cooperatives in the latter region Italy. The cooperative approach is also being recognised elsewhere as a
means to solve the issue of providing comprehensive and quality care and providing care workers with
adequate wages.

Case Study: Care and Share Associates (CASA), Jesmond, Newcastle-uponTyne, England
CASA was established in 2004 to provide domiciliary health and social
care support. It is an employee-owned cooperative employing 750
people. It delivers a values-based service with a commitment to high
quality care and rewarding employment conditions for its care-workers.
It targets recruitment in low-employment neighbourhoods and
specialises in bringing the long-term unemployed into the workplace. It provides high quality
training, supervision and appraisal of staff to ensure the delivery of services that meet the care
standards of the profession.

4.4 Muswellbrook: The foundational economy
In keeping with the majority of economic development strategies, the focus of this report up to this point
has been on the creation of new aspects of economic activity to capitalise on technological innovation and
development of local assets in new ways. This section focuses instead on what can be done to enhance and
develop the ‘foundational economy’ in Muswellbrook. The ‘foundational economy’ is a termed developed
by the Manchester University Business School to describe those elements of the economy that meet the
everyday needs of all individuals (Benthan et al, 2013). These include shelter, clothing, food, transport,
utilities, health, education and social care. These ‘mundane’ activities collectively constitute some 40% of
all economic activity and at least 30% of household expenditure. Specifically, for the Muswellbrook region
the foundational economy accounts for a minimum of 42.6% of local employment (Estimated from
REMPLAN data presented in Table 2).
However, consideration of this form of economic activity is often ignored by economic development
planning. The Deep Place approach brings this ‘local economy’ to the foreground as a key element of
targeting employment opportunities at marginalised and long-term economically inactive populations. The
following advantages are associated with a strategy to develop the ‘foundational economy’:






Many of the levers are in the control of local agencies, including local government
The foundational economy is highly localised and can be resilient to wider economic influences
Entry to employment in the foundational economy can be low-skilled and low-threshold
The foundational economy is receptive to the development of social enterprises and innovative
business forms including a high rate of business start-ups
The foundational economy levers corporate social responsibility from large companies in the
foundational economy market
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The foundational economy levers advantages from social procurement by large local ‘anchor’
institutions
The foundational economy is supportive of targeted recruitment and training of excluded groups.

Consequently, there is considerable benefit to be gained from the active promotion of the ‘foundational
economy’ within any economic development process. The foundational economy is seen as having a
‘grounding’ effect on the wider economy and can ensure an equitable distribution of benefits from
economic growth. In contrast, economic activity such as property development has an ‘accelerator’ effect
that can also be subject to more rapid market fluctuations. In reality a healthy economy requires both
acceleration activities and grounding, foundational activities.
4.4.1 A Foundational economy strategy
A foundational economy strategy has a number of key components that collectively stabilise and grow the
local economy:
a) Identify the local anchor institutions: Anchor institutions are the major organisational employers in the
existing economy. They are usually single entities, rather than employment sectors and are often
public sector institutions. Universities, colleges, hospitals, health authorities and housing agencies are
primary examples. Without comprehensive mapping of The Muswellbrook LGA, initial observation
suggests the following anchor institutions:






Muswellbrook Shire Council
Muswellbrook General Hospital
Muswellbrook TAFE
Newcastle University
Compass Housing

b) Identify their spending and procurement patterns: Anchor organisations are major contributors to the
local economy and attention paid to patterns of procurement can create a significant multiplier effect
locally. Maximising local economic impact and multiplier effects can be developed as a conscious
strategy. This is most successful where anchor organisations collaborate around common areas of
procurement. A foundational economy strategy utilises procurement reform to develop local supply
chains, promote local businesses and encourage a vibrant start up economy. Where local suppliers are
too small, effective procurement reform can reduce the scale of contract bundles or alternatively
encourage mergers and collaborations to take advantage of larger contracts. Collaboration on, for
example, procuring food can promote local produce and grow local livestock, horticultural and
processing industries.
Further collaboration with utility procurement can lever corporate responsibility responses from supply
chains that are difficult to localise, for example electricity supply. A collaborative consortium, adopting
a single supplier, can negotiate bigger discounts given the scale of supply. They can also lever
community investment and where relevant apprenticeships and training quotas targeted at local
residents. Residents can also be involved through organised community level ’switching’ to the same
supplier as the anchor organisations, to create community discounts to alleviate energy poverty.
c) Identify their recruitment patterns: Whilst organisations clearly have to follow employment law and
recruitment good practice, they can examine the impact of current recruitment procedures on the local
community. This study is primarily focused on finding routes to employment for the social housing
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community in Muswellbrook. Often residents of social housing do not see themselves as potential
employees and simply accept their benefit dependency as a norm. However, specific ‘targeted
recruitment and training’ strategies can begin to break long-standing patterns and change the
employment dynamic of a community. This is most easily achieved with target groups that include
young people and lone mothers. TAFE involvement is required to ensure that residents who are
identified can receive appropriate training and support. Anchor employers can examine recruitment
procedures to ensure disadvantaged groups are not unintentionally excluded. Positive discrimination
initiatives can target specific social groups. Finally, social procurement clauses can be developed in
large contracts to stipulate that a given number of local people are employed and if necessary trained.
Action 8 :
That a consortium of local anchor institutions and Muswellbrook Chamber of Commerce researches and
develops a foundational economy strategy that comprehensively examines ways in which economic
opportunity can be developed within the local economy with a specific objective of fostering local supply
chains, enhancing local business development and employing local residents, including residents of social
housing.

4.5 Barriers to employment
The wider context of Muswellbrook and the specific conditions in social housing in the region create a
range of barriers to employment. Whilst this report can identify opportunities to improve the economic
performance of the region it also recognises that it is a complex and difficult challenge to bring long-term
socially excluded populations into economic activity. However, the central tenet of the Deep Place
approach and of this report is that it is the only mechanism that can lead to social inclusion and poverty
eradication. Conversations with employability services in the regions suggest the following barriers are
particularly relevant:









The absence of general employment opportunities
Poor public transport links to places of work
Local people with no driving license or barred licenses following offences
Alcohol and substance misuse and addiction
Second and third generation unemployment resulting in low motivation and aspiration
No employer interest in employing ex-offenders
Poor school leaving qualifications
Lack of provision at the Muswellbrook TAFE

These barriers are common to socially excluded communities throughout the developed world and there
are well-tested interventions that can create positive change at the individual and community level. The
fundamental requirement is the availability of employment for people who make the commitment to
improve their employability. Without actual job destinations even the most motivated participants will
return to economic inactivity and their trajectory will be confirmed, possibly for life and for their children.
Consequently the review of potential economic and employment growth here is of particular relevance to
creating an economic environment in which employability schemes can achieve their objectives. Assuming
that some success can be achieved, additional measures will be required to link socially excluded people to
the employment opportunities and to overcome any personal barriers to employment they might
experience. These are likely to include:
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Poor physical and/or mental health
Addiction issues (usually as co-morbidity with mental health issues)
Lack of confidence, motivation and aspiration
Poor basic skill levels
Welfare payment anomalies that discourage employment (the benefit trap)
Lack of/loss of driving license
Child and elder care responsibilities
Poor public transport

These will exist in ‘onion-skin’ layers for the individual and support is often required for up to two years to
enable an individual to achieve employability (Adamson et al, 2010b). This is best achieved by holistic
approaches that address issues in a ‘hierarchy of need’ to remove critical barriers to engagement in the first
instance. Evidence also points to the need for specific ‘bespoke’ interventions that address the unique
combination of challenges experienced by the individual.
Of particular concern are the complex barriers to employment that derive from regulation and rules within
the benefit and pensions programs. These can create major disincentives to join employability schemes as
risk of loss of payment outweighs perceived advantages. Whilst these issues are beyond the influence of
local employability schemes, programs can be designed to minimise risk to income levels and to protect
against temporary loss of payments.
Key approaches that work to increase employability include:
Community development: Highly excluded populations are unlikely to immediately respond to the
availability of employability support. The level of disengagement can be quite fundamental and promotes
hostile and antagonistic behaviour towards interventions. A program of community development that
fosters engagement in non work-related activities can be a pre-requisite of successful engagement where
long-term marginalisation has occurred. Muswellbrook South is such a community and will benefit
considerably from a deep program of community development.
Targeted Recruitment and Training: Even where job growth can be promoted it is necessary to develop
specific strategies that target socially excluded populations. Clearly, training is the prime vehicle for
overcoming many of the barriers identified in this discussion. Training has to offer low-threshold entry
points and where possible provision should be delivered in the community to remove transport barriers
and the lack of confidence to attend institutional provision. It needs to be supported by child-care
provision and to offer training that builds on community development and volunteering experiences. There
is a proportion of the population of Muswellbrook South who are able to respond rapidly to opportunities
and specific groups including lone mothers and current school leavers should be primary targets of any
programs that are delivered.
These activities require a base in the community to facilitate delivery and engagement. This is the primary
motivation for the Compass proposal to develop a Community Hub in the locality as an essential first step
to fostering engagement with a highly disengaged community. This proposal is fully explored in Section 5.6
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4.6 The role of social enterprise
In areas of historical economic inactivity and where the barriers to employment identified above are
entrenched, innovative forms of volunteering, work experience and initial employment are essential to
break inter-and intra-generational patterns of worklessness. Social enterprise offers an effective
environment in which to provide ‘intermediate’ work experience, lying between simple unpaid
volunteering and full employment in the labour market. Intermediate employment is often an essential
bridge from long-term unemployment into the labour market. Social enterprises developed specifically for
the purpose can be more flexible in accommodating the needs of the individual, whilst at the same time
instilling the discipline required for work-force compliance and job sustainability. Social enterprises can
provide a safe and supportive environment with expert staff to help the individual meet the challenges of a
return to work after a long period of economic inactivity and benefit dependence. Employment can range
from limited periods of work experience, through part-time roles to full-time employment, depending on
the circumstances of the individual. Social enterprises can provide ideal training environments without the
barriers to participation posed by institutional provision. They are particularly effective at instilling the
generic ‘soft-skills’ of the work-place including team working, accepting work instructions, punctuality and
reliability of attendance, all of which pose challenges for the long-term economically inactive. Successful
social enterprises themselves become mainstream employers and contribute significantly to local economic
growth.

Case Study: Access Community services Ltd:
Logan City, Queensland.
Access has developed over a thirty-year period to deliver a comprehensive range of settlement and
employment opportunities to a diverse range of asylum seekers, migrants and Australians. The
organisation consists of a group of social enterprises that meet the needs of some of the most
disadvantaged groups, some of whom arrive in Australia with literally no possession. The social
enterprises created by Access are:
 AES Building and Maintenance: Providing building services to a wide range of developers
and businesses and providing employment to the CALD community.
 Harmony Cafes: originally Harmony on Carmody in Woodridge, Logan and now also in
Yarrabilba, the cafes provide excellent food and venues to the community and train
refugee, migrant and Aboriginal and Torres Straits Islander workers in commercial food
preparation and service.
 The Spice Exchange: works with asylum and migrant women to identify ethnic food spice
combinations and develop spice mixes for commercial sale.
 The Driving School: Provides driving instruction on a not-for-profit basis imparting a vital
employability skill.
 Strive International Employment and Training: targets the long-term unemployed, parents
returning to work, school-leavers and those requiring in-work skills development to
improve their skills base and employability.
http://www.accesscommunity.org.au/the_access_group

The purpose of this review of the local economy of Muswellbrook is to identify a range of possibilities for
raising economic activity. All the suggestions are based on practical proposals that have been successful
elsewhere. Further investigation is required to establish if that success is transferable to Muswellbrook,
what adaptations to local circumstances are required and whether there are better alternatives that are
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more socially, culturally, geographically and environmentally appropriate. The objective is to uplift the
wider economy and raise general employment levels. This report is centrally concerned with the potential
impact on residents of social housing in Muswellbrook and the potential to link them to training and
employment opportunities. Currently, this population has low rates of economic activity and experiences
multiple barriers to entering training and employment. In policy terms this is a classic ‘chicken and egg’
dilemma to determine whether the behaviours associated with poverty and unemployment derive from the
individual person or are an adjustment to the absence of employment. International evidence suggests
that the lack of employment embeds economic inactivity and poverty, which becomes normalised and
inter-generationally reproduced. Breaking that cycle with available, low entry, low qualification jobs can
change local peer cultures and raise the aspirations of the currently unemployed and, most critically, the
next generation of school leavers.
Creating more employment in Muswellbrook is a pre-requisite of resolving the issues that have been
identified, particularly in the Muswellbrook South community. These issues are explored in the following
section.

5. Muswellbrook South
This Section of the report addresses current concerns with the Muswellbrook South area. This is an area
primarily consisting of social housing and low-cost private rental properties. In recent years, concern has
focused around the socio-economic characteristics of the neighbourhood and an identified array of social
issues. These include high crime rates, substance misuse, mental health issues and population transience.
This has resulted in a Department of Premier and Cabinet Working group being established to coordinate
responses to the needs identified in the community. Meetings of the Group have confirmed the high
incidence of a range of social problems and the need for specific interventions in the locality. More
recently, Professor Alan Hayes of the University of Newcastle, Family Action Centre has proposed a
‘collective impact’ approach in a Strong Families-Capable Community program. This approach seeks to
coordinate agency activities delivered at community level to maximise impact.
This section of the report provides an analysis of housing data derived from the properties managed by
Compass Housing Services Ltd. There are currently 157 tenanted properties in the core area of South
Muswellbrook centred on Wollombi Rd. The data is derived from a review of tenancies since 2010, as well
as from the currently active tenancies. This section also reports outcomes of a focus group with 7 tenants
aged between 30 and 60 years old. Any conclusions reported from the focus group are provisional and
pending confirmation by further focus groups and additional, planned research activities including a
community survey of tenants.

5.1 Demand for social housing
Mapping demand for social housing is dependent on a wide range of factors, including the wider economic
performance of a locality, levels of employment, population projections and the quality and
appropriateness of the social housing available. Muswellbrook has experienced a downturn in mining
activity in recent years that has reduced demand for private sector rental housing throughout the
community. This in turn has depressed private sector rent levels to below social housing rental costs. This
market shift was experienced between two and three years ago in Muswellbrook and resulted in a number
of social housing tenants moving to private rental accommodation. This included a number of property
abandonments with rental debt unpaid.
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In the last year this situation has stabilised and anecdotally, private sector rental charges are increasing. In
an interview with Professor Alan Broadfoot of the Newcastle Institute of for Energy and resources (NIER) he
believed that even without new mining activity, mining related employment will increase over the next two
years as the industry in the Upper Hunter is entering a maintenance and renewal phase. In addition, new
mining activity is highly likely to emerge in the next five years as commodity prices recover and existing
mining activity is consolidated and new mining activity approved. In 2015, the Sydney Morning Herald
reported sixteen expanded or new mines planned for the Upper Hunter. The NSW 2012 Strategic Regional
Land Use Plan for the Upper Hunter identified an ’increase by 30% in the value of both primary industries
and mining production by 2020’ (p9).
Consequently, any assessment of social housing demand in the Upper Hunter region has to take into
account the wider demand pressures on the private sector rental market and the general housing market.
Notwithstanding the concerns about long-term economic dependence on the mining industry and the need
for economic diversification in the long-term discussed in Section 4.2, the short to medium term impact on
housing demand is likely to be significant. Any assessment of demand for social housing has to take into
account these wider demand pressures. Two particular consequences are likely:
As demand for private sector rental increases, rising rent levels will force those who left social housing to
return to social housing in the Muswellbrook South area. For those who left in compliance with tenancy
procedures, return will be non-problematic and they will be able to apply for accommodation and join any
waiting lists at that time. For those who abandoned with rental or utility debt they may not be immediately
eligible for social housing without an agreed payment plan to recover debt prior to application.
Increased competition for private rental sector accommodation will inevitably increase the general demand
for social housing. There is already a healthy demand for social housing in Muswellbrook and this is likely
to rise given the factors identified above.
Current waiting lists for accommodation in Muswellbrook have applicants awaiting allocation. The
following table shows the current demand pattern.
Table 3: Muswellbrook waitlist at 19th December 2016
1 bedroom 2 bedroom 3 bedroom 4 bedroom
82
122
37
25

Total applications received by branch
164

Compass housing Muswellbrook office also deals with a significant number of direct enquiries for housing
support across the range of support available:
Table 4: Muswellbrook walk in requests for assistance (Compass only)
FACS Temporary Accommodation FACS Bond Loans Upper Hunter Homeless Service referrals
266
104
56
With 164 applications received by Compass directly from January 1st 2016 to December 19th 2016 there is
substantial demand for social housing in the Muswellbrook region. This pattern is also consistent with a
rising trend over previous years with 167 received in 2015, 124 in 2014 and 85 received in 2013.
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For a brief period in 2015 vacancies in South Muswellbrook were listed by FACS at NSW State level resulting
in a small number of allocations from outside the region. It quickly became apparent that such tenancies
did not sustain well and the procedure is no longer followed. Applicants are now screened for personal
links to the locality and for local support factors to sustain their tenancy. Of the allocations in 2015-16 over
60% have been from Muswellbrook and a further 11% from the Upper Hunter region.
Anecdotally, much has been made of the tenants in South Muswellbrook originating from outside the
locality. Tenants have been said to come from Sydney and also from more remote regions. Analysis of
allocations for the year November 2015-November 2016 indicates that this is not substantially the case.
Over 60% of allocations are to people who were resident in Muswellbrook prior to allocation. This
illustrates that the availability of social housing is essential to support low-income families in the
Muswellbrook LGA. A further 11% are from the Upper Hunter Region. A small number of allocations are to
people from completely outside the region (9%) including from the North Coast region and south of
Wollongong. Only one allocation was from the Sydney area, contrary to local perception.
There may have been a period in the medium-term past when allocations from further afield were more
common but it is no longer evident in current allocation patterns.
Table 5: Geographical Origins of Pathway allocations Nov 2015-Nov 2016
Place of Origin
Muswellbrook
Muswellbrook North
Muswellbrook South
Upper Hunter
Wider NSW (including far North, far South and Tablelands
Newcastle
Maitland
Central Coast
Lower Hunter
Sydney

Percentage of Total (n=88)
9.0
15.9
36.3
11.3
9
5.6
5.6
4.5
1.1
1.1

Additional evidence of demand for social housing is evident in the capacity of Compass to tenant homes as
they become vacant. The current requirement is that vacant properties are filled within 21 days. Compass
is in full compliance with this requirement and many properties are tenanted in significantly less than the
21 days maximum.
This overall analysis establishes that demand for social housing in Muswellbrook currently exceeds supply.
Furthermore, demand is likely to rise in the short to medium term. Consequently, any reduction of the
social housing stock cannot be justified currently. Any demand analysis is inevitably a snap-shot in time and
this position will be kept under regular review.

5.2 Local geography and consequences
South Muswellbrook is situated at the edge of the town of Muswellbrook. The neighbourhood experiences
a marked physical separation from the wider community. It is bounded on two sides by primary road
routes (Sydney Street and the A15) and on the third side by a rural, undeveloped area. Road entry to the
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community is largely via Sydney Street with limited access to the A15. The Wollombi Rd area of the
community has only one entry/exit route, which is to Sydney Street. Other parts of the community are
slightly more open with access via Tobruk Avenue, Anzac Parade and Forbes Street to Sydney Street. The
locality is served by two bus routes, the Sydney Street Loop and the Highbrook Loop. Services are
inadequate and end before 3.00pm each day. Wollombi Road is 2.4 kilometres from the centre of
Muswellbrook and a 30 minute walk (Google Maps estimate). Given the socio-economic profile of the
community derived from rent data it is also likely that car ownership and routine access to a vehicle will be
low.
Consequently, the physical isolation of the community is a contributing factor to the social isolation
experienced by residents. The predominance of social housing in the locality has resulted in a historical
stigmatisation of the community. Referred to locally as ‘The Bronx’, such stigmatisation is commonly
experienced by socially disadvantaged communities where clear physical boundaries coincide with marked
social differentiation.
Figure 1: Map of Muswellbrook South

In part, the stigmatisation is also a consequence of national popular discourses on social housing
communities. Negative perceptions are exacerbated by adverse media coverage that reinforces the
‘Houso’ perception held by the wider community. However, such stigma also derives from the reality of
the patterns of social exclusion and disadvantage experienced in communities such as South Muswellbrook
These can result in higher levels of crime, addiction and social conflict. Tenants in the focus group were
very conscious of the stigma attached to the community and how it influenced their own relationships with
agencies, such as police attending incidents. Tenants reported problems with loud music, general antisocial behavior and littered drug paraphernalia, including used needles. Anti-social behavior also included
the riding of motorbikes and mini-bikes on the estate, creating constant noise nuisance. They also felt the
presence of burned out properties contributed significantly to the poor feel of the estate and to the wider
stigma applied to it.
In South Muswellbrook negative internal and external perceptions of the community have been
exacerbated by an increasing residualisation of the social housing population. Whilst this is a general
phenomenon described as the emergence of an ‘ambulance’ housing service (Fitzpatrick and Hawson,
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2014) in Australia, there are specific factors exaggerating this for South Muswellbrook, in particular the
high levels of single person households and high levels of economic inactivity and associated welfare
dependency. Allocations from Housing Pathways to the community are currently almost exclusively of
tenants with Very High or High assessed need (combined 94.9% of allocations). However, there is some
flexibility within the Pathways scheme to allocate housing to improve the social mix and more allocations
recently have been to lone parents with dependent children to change the overall community profile.
Table 6: Needs designation of current tenant cohort
Need designation
In Greatest Need: Very High
In Greatest Need: High
In Greatest Need: Moderate
Not in greatest need: Lower

Number
90
59
2
6

Percentage (n= 157)
57.3
37.6
1.3
3.8

Increasingly, allocations to the community are to people experiencing homelessness. The following table
outlines the housing status of current tenants at the time of their allocation to social housing in South
Muswellbrook.
Table 7: Housing status at time of allocation
Housing Status at Allocation
Public Housing
Homeless/ At risk of homeless
Private rental
Community Housing provider
Crisis Accommodation
Other

Number
48
69
17
11
4
8

Percentage (n= 157)
30.6
43.9
10.8
7.0
2.5
5.1

The consequence is a distillation of a population with acute social need into a confined and geographically
isolated community. In such circumstances it is common for a spiral of decline to emerge in which the
locality develops a ‘difficult to let’ status, leading to further allocations to people with no alternative
housing option, who are experiencing major housing and related challenges (Adamson, 2010).
These are significant factors in the development of a socially excluded population in the specific locality.
Social and economic marginalisation and physical isolation trigger cultural and behavioural responses.
Cultural responses can include low educational achievement, poor health performance and anti-social and
addictive behaviours. These are a structural rather than a personal response to poor quality of life and
social isolation.
In a secondary level of impact, communities with these characteristics tend to experience difficulties
accessing services. Local support agencies describe the difficulties of maintaining support to residents,
even from offices based in central Muswellbrook. Given the distance and poor bus service there are
obvious barriers to people attending appointments or dropping in to service provision. Some services
become almost impossible to access where they are only available in more distant locations, including
Singleton or Newcastle.
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Communities with low levels of public and civic engagement, which can be described as a lacking ‘voice’ can
also experience lower levels of public services. Tenants in the focus group identified poor street lighting,
lack of footpaths, difficulties getting street rubbish cleared and the poor transport links to the area as ways
in which they felt they were not as well serviced as the wider community. There is no shop or convenience
store in the locality. However, there are Coles and Aldi supermarkets approximately 1.8 kilometres away
(23 minutes on foot).
Whilst such views can be subjective, a visit to the community rapidly confirms the poor housing quality, the
poor street facilities, an absence of play equipment in the central parkland area and an absence of installed
sports facilities on the substantial open space adjacent to Wollombi Rd. Compass staff also report
substantial delays in the collection of street domestic rubbish.
Fundamentally, there is currently no location in the community where support services can be routinely
present and accessible to tenants for appointment or drop-in attendance. There is a Family Centre in the
Community, which provides supports services to families and young children. It has a limit of 16 attendees
at any one time. It is also not able to host the type of addiction and mental health services which local
service providers regard as essential to fully engage with the community.

5.3 Tenant economic profile
The patterns of social exclusion described above are also in large part the consequence of low income. The
relationship between poverty, poor educational achievement and low levels of health are well established
(Adamson, 2008 and Adamson et al, 2010a). SEIFA is an index used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics
with Census data to rank areas according to relative socio-economic advantage and disadvantage. Four SA1
areas in Muswellbrook show low SEIFA scores placing them at the highest percentile levels of deprivation in
Australia. The SA1 area (10604112621) corresponds to the South Muswellbrook neighbourhood where the
properties Compass is managing are located (an area roughly bordered by Sydney St, Skellatar Stock Route
and the A15). This SA1 locality is in the top percentile of the SEIFA index making it one of the very poorest
places in Australia. Below is an overlayed map that shows the approximate distribution of disadvantage
within Muswellbrook. Darker red indicates an SA1 with a higher level of disadvantage. The South
Muswellbrook area is the larger dark red area to the lower left of the map.
Figure 2: SEIFA distribution map overlay

yed with
Muswellbrook street map
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Tenant data for the social housing community also reveal very low-income categories with a high level of
dependence on state benefits as the primary sources of income.
Table 8: Average incomes and CRA benefit received (weekly)
Average income ($)
427.10

Average CRA received ($)
44.70

The pattern of main income sources within the community illustrates the high level of benefit dependency
and low levels of economic activity.
Table 9: Main Source of Household Income
Income sources
Number
Wages and Salaries
5
C’Link Aged/Carer/Disability
36
C’Link Newstart/Student/Unemployed 46
Other Govt FTB/Parenting
69

Percentage (n=157)
3.2
22.9
29.3
43.9

Rental debt also points to high levels of financial hardship. The average rent balance for the whole
community is $91.86 in credit. However that figure disguises a significant amount of rent debt.
Table 10: Rent balances*
Rent Balance credit or debit)
Tenants in credit (108 tenants = 69%)
Tenants in debit (49 tenants = 31%)

Average amount ($)
340.81
-456.83

*Rent balances are a snapshot at the time of data collection as balances can change rapidly as payments are received continuously. However the
broad pattern is relatively consistent.

Further debt is evident in non-payment of water charges with an average water debt of $308.09
experienced by 64 tenants (40%). There is some correlation between rent and water debt with half of
those in debt with rent also being in debt with water charges. This points to slightly over 30 households
(19.7%) experiencing difficulties maintaining both debts, resulting in an increased risk of eviction.
Whilst electricity and gas consumption are personal arrangements between tenants and utility companies,
Tenant Engagement Officers report anecdotally a significant number of household experiencing utility
disconnection. This can have consequences for household hygiene in the absence of hot water supply and
additional fire risk if alternative heating and cooking methods are used indoors, a factor recognised by
utility providers (EWON, 2016).

5.4 Family structure
Analysis of family structures declared by tenants points to some key characteristics that are likely to
reinforce the social disadvantage experienced in the community. Table 6 identifies the pattern of family
composition for current tenants.
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Table 11: Household composition and characteristics
Household pattern
Number of households
Single person household
52
Couple household
14
Couple, child under 16
17
Sole parent, child under 16
64
Other family (related)
6
Other family (unrelated)
4

Percentage (n= 157)
33.1
8.9
10.8
40.8
3.8
2.5

The high incidence of single person households can indicate poor health and mental health outcomes for
the population. The prime characteristic of the local population is the predominance of sole parent
households. Globally, sole parenthood has been identified as a primary marker of poverty and also for the
inter-generational transmission of poverty. This is not a moral judgement on the place of sole parent
families in society, but a recognition of the reduced family incomes and the greater likelihood of welfare
dependency caused by child care barriers to employment. The likelihood of these negative outcomes is
exacerbated where families are disconnected from family support systems and experience social, economic
or geographical barriers to accessing support services. Paradoxically, lone parent households are also
receptive to employability programs and often are enthusiastic to resume learning halted by early
pregnancy. The key barrier to participation and engagement is the availability of affordable child care.
In Muswellbrook South no tenants are registered as Public Trustees and no households report a first
language other than English. In contrast, 122 (77.7%) of tenants report a disability for themselves or a
family member. In relation to Domestic and Family Violence 10 (6.4%) of tenants have directly reported to
Compass experience of Domestic Violence. However, interviews with Tenant Relations Officers and local
service providers suggests this is significantly below the actual incidence of Domestic Violence. Underreporting of domestic and family violence is a well-recognised problem given the confidential nature of the
issues and the clear barriers to self-reporting deriving from embarrassment and fear of perpetrator reprisal.
Similar barriers exist in relation to mental health self-reporting and the 11 (7%) of tenants who have
notified a mental health issue is a significant under-estimate. Local service providers indicate a higher
workload than this figure represents.
Of current tenants 40 (25.5%) identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin.

5.5 Tenancy patterns and transience
In relation to the South Muswellbrook area there has been a consistent view that the level of transience in
the community has increased significantly in recent times. An examination of tenancy data suggested that
this impression is well grounded in the evidence available, with a third of current tenants having a tenancy
term of less than one year.
Table 12: Length of tenancy: finished tenancies (June 2010- July 2016)
Length of Tenancy
Number
Percentage ( n= 93)
1-3 months
5
5.37
3-6 months
4
4.30
7-9 months
8
8.60
9-12 months
12
12.90
12- 18 months
17
18.27
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18-24 months
Over 24 months

15
32

Table 13: Length of tenancy: current
Length of Tenancy
Number
1-3 months
21
3-6 months
13
7-9 months
10
9-12 months
5
12- 18 months
10
18-24 months
6
Over 24 months
91

16.12
34.40

Percentage ( n= 157)
13.46
8.33
6.41
3.20
6.41
3.84
58.30

These data suggest the existence of a core, stable population with an additional fluid and transient
population producing high levels of tenant turnover.
Analysis of the housing destination of terminated tenancies confirms anecdotal evidence that private rental
options became more available to social housing tenants following a significant reduction in private sector
rental charges after the mining downturn in the Muswellbrook area. In the period 2010-2016, 29% of
terminated tenancies went to private rental properties. The same anecdotal evidence also points to a
proportion of the abandonments experienced during this period also exiting to private rental tenancies.
However, it is not possible to confirm or quantify this from the housing data.
Table 14: Housing Destination of Terminated Tenancies
Housing Destination
Deceased
Long term care
Community/Public Housing
Private Rental
Family/Friends
Private Ownership
Justice System
Unknown

Number
3
1
17
28
6
1
1
37

Percentage (n=93)
3
1
18
29
6
1
1
39

Of the finished tenancies where the housing destination is not known, 60% were abandonments, a further
26% were NCAT terminations and 8% were tenant initiated at short notice.
This pattern of social exclusion and economic disadvantage identified in this section of the report is not
unusual but is exacerbated by a physical separation of the Muswellbrook South locality from the wider
community, which exaggerates the stigma and segregation experienced by the community. The Compass
response has been to implement good tenancy management practice and to work within the limitation of
the tribunal and related legislation to promote tenant compliance, eradicate anti-social behaviour and
improve community cohesion. Compass has two short to medium term objectives:



To stabilise the tenant population and reduce tenant turnover
To improve social outcomes for tenants including heath, educational and employment outcomes
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Compass has limitations on the actions it is able to take towards these objectives, conditioned by its
management only status within in a short-term (three-year) contractual basis with the Land and Housing
Corporation (LAHC). However, within these limits Compass works with LAHC and Family and Community
Service to maximise improvement of tenancy management services and property maintenance. In 2016
this has included securing $100,000 of Social and Community Housing Improvement Funding (SCHIF) to
improve tenant security by upgrading doors and installing new lighting. Limited social space will also be
created in one complex to improve community cohesion.
In response to this report Compass proposes a range of Actions to address some of the identified problems
and to achieve the two objectives identified above.
Action 9 :
Compass to develop a comprehensive community development program to support engagement with
tenants as a precursor to and mechanism for improving social outcomes for tenants and their families.
Recent examples include a Family Fun Day and a Christmas Party event.
Action 10:
Compass to liaise with service providers, TAFE and other partners to identify tenants who can benefit
from and who will engage with training provision and employability support. The initial focus to work
with the current 40% of tenants who live in sole-parent households.
Action 11:
Compass to continue to secure funding to improve physical and social conditions in the community.
Action 12:
Compass to scope the development of a Muswellbrook South based social enterprise to provide
‘intermediate’ employment opportunities to Muswellbrook social housing residents.
Action 13:
Compass to promote the development of and participate in a ‘coalition for change’, a partnership of local
service providers who will drive collective objectives and actions that address the multiple problems of
poverty and social exclusion experienced in Muswellbrook South and the wider Muswellbrook
community.

5.6 Creating a community hub
We belief from experience elsewhere, in similarly marginalised communities, that the objectives and
actions identified above will be most easily and efficiently achieved by developing a community hub
situated in the heart of the community. Consequently, the central strategy for Compass is the creation of a
community hub in a central and accessible area of the Muswellbrook South community to improve access
to vital services and provide a social space that promotes social cohesion and community building.
This is a strategy that is only developed in localities with the most intractable social problems and where
routine tenant support and community development activities have not brought about the level of change
secured in the majority of our housing locations. Compass notes the existence of the Hunter Park Family
Centre but recognises that its specialist functions and limited space prevent engagement with key issues on
the estate, including mental health challenges and alcohol and substance addictions. The development of a
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Compass Hub would supplement the current activities and not compete with them. The two facilities can
work together to provide comprehensive coverage of support to children and families. This will also
require close coordination with the University of Newcastle ‘collective impact’ program led by Professor
Alan Hayes.
The community hub approach offers the following opportunities:
 A physical and social resource for use by the community: This will achieve greater social cohesion,
reduce social isolation and improve neighbour relations.
 A location for the delivery of key services: This will provide facilities for service providers to
directly deliver support to clients in an accessible location. This will overcome barriers of access
and a number of local service providers and health providers have indicated their use of the
premises.
 A location to house social enterprise development: Previous attempts to establish a social
enterprise in Muswellbrook South have foundered on the absence of a location to store equipment
securely.
 An empowerment and engagement opportunity: Local residents will join a Hub Advisory Group to
ensure that services continue to meet the needs of residents.
 An opportunity to reduce stigma: by making facilities available to the wider community, The Hub
will create connections and contact with residents of the wider locality.
Compass currently operates two community hubs, the longest-standing one at Tumbi-Umbi, Central Coast
and the most recent at Creedon Street, Broken Hill (See Case Study). Both respond to local circumstances,
providing a range of services and opportunities that meet the needs of the local community. Both have
been highly successful in providing space for service providers to operate directly in the community,
improving access to ‘difficult to reach’ clients and populations. The 123Hub at Broken Hill has been
particularly successful at reducing incidents of crime, a pattern of achievement with particular relevance to
the Muswellbrook South community (See Case Study).
It should be stressed that the community hub is not a major community centre and specialist building but
rather a converted dwelling that provides a community resource and location for community engagement.
It is also a location for service provider collaboration and supports the activities of the ‘coalition for
change’, which is the primary method for delivering Deep Place findings. It does not seek to duplicate or
replicate existing services but rather to ensure that there is a location for their delivery that is accessible to
the community. This is not simply a case of physical proximity and accessibility but also cultural
accessibility. By making a hub the location of community engagement activities and social activities it
becomes a trusted place with minimal barriers to participation. This reduces psychological barriers to
accessing services often experienced by social excluded communities.
Action 14: Compass to liaise with all relevant partners including LAHC, FACS and Muswellbrook Shire
Council to identify a current property for conversion to a community hub. The ideal situation would be
adjacent to the Hunter Park where collaborative funding can also develop play and recreational facilities
to support the activities of the hub. All parties to agree the rapid approval of necessary ownership
transfers, change of use permissions and other regulatory requirements.
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Case Study: The 123 Hub Broken Hill
The 123 Hub was established after Compass staff in the
remote New South Wales town of Broken Hill identified the
neighbourhood around Creedon Street as a suitable
location for a community hub due to its distance from
facilities, and high concentration of social housing.
The subsequent $100,000 conversion of a vacant Housing
NSW property into the 123 Hub was funded entirely by
Compass with ongoing funding to be provided at no cost to the government. The new facility is
designed to reduce antisocial behaviour by offering positive lifestyle activities for local residents as
well as serving as a central point for support agencies to provide outreach services. Despite only
opening its doors in September 2015, the benefits of the new facility are already being felt with
crime rates in the surrounding area plummeting and police call outs to the area in sharp decline.
Serious crimes in the area have seen some of the sharpest declines with a 100 per cent decrease in
street offences, a 90 per cent decrease in break and enter crimes and a 65 per cent decrease in
assaults and malicious damage. In addition to the reduction in crime, Compass staff members from
Broken Hill have also noted an increase in engagement with tenants since the Hub opened for
business.
A large part of the successes of the 123 Hub stems from Compass’ understanding of the community
in Broken Hill. To ensure regular feedback, weekly meetings are held by the Local Advisory Work
Group, which includes tenant representatives and representatives from the local indigenous
community.

6 Giving voice to tenants
A significant element of this Deep Place study is data dependent. Whilst data can describe social situations
it is also essential to give voice to the ‘lived experience’ of those who live in disadvantaged communities.
Too often the external view focuses only on the ‘deficits’ identified by formal agencies, support services
and police services that are often focused on the crisis management of events rather than the routine and
stable elements of residents’ situations. This study has had limited engagement with tenants but has
tapped the knowledge and understanding of the community from Compass frontline staff and other
support agencies. As the proposed community engagement activities accelerate this will provide increased
opportunity for capturing more directly the views of tenants. These activities will include the establishment
of a tenant liaison group.
In the activities with tenants to date it is clear that they have a detailed understanding of the issues that the
community confronts. It would be a significant error to only regard the community in terms of ‘deficits’.
An asset based community development approach recognises that even the most marginalised
communities have assets that can be drawn on and developed to create positive change. The tenants had a
comprehensive understanding of the community in which they lived. Tenants identified their sense of
community as the most important element for their security and well-being. They cited examples of how
they ‘looked after’ each other and there was a strong sense of friendship and support in the room.
However, they defined themselves against more hostile elements in the wider community of the Wollombi
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Rd locality. They identified newcomers as a source of anti-social behavior. Their sense of community had a
strong boundary based around a small cluster of units they occupied. This pattern is quite usual in highly
socially excluded communities with a strong sense of multiple, highly localised and street based ‘trust’
networks within a wider perception of ‘low trust’ relationships.

7 Patterns of social exclusion
The demographic and poverty profile identified above is common for many tenants in social housing.
However, the spatial concentration within a defined and physically isolated locality changes the experience
of poverty. Complex patterns of multiple disadvantage tend to emerge in areas of concentrated poverty.
This is best perceived as a ‘place-based’ impact of the shared cultural experience of poverty. The
normalisation of poverty can define cultural expectations and depress aspirations. Tenants in the focus
group had a clear idea of some of the changes they would like to see for their community but low
expectations that they would happen. This pattern has been most usefully described as ‘social exclusion’ in
which a primary exclusion from the labour market reinforces secondary patterns of social exclusion
experienced in a range of social outcomes experienced by the residents of poor communities. The primary
fields of secondary exclusion are health, education.

7.1 The health challenge
Compass tenants records show high levels of declared disability and health problems. We are also aware
from the experience of tenancy management that there is a high incidence of mental health issues for our
tenants. This context is also confirmed by health professionals in Muswellbrook. At a meeting with a range
of health providers held at Muswellbrook District Hospital on the 4th October 2016, all present confirmed a
community health profile that reflected the presence of highly disadvantaged individuals and families in the
catchment area of the hospital. All also confirmed their awareness of the prevalence of both physical and
mental health issues in the Muswellbrook South locality.
Issues of reach into that population were identified and the existence of a cultural acceptance of poor
health and early death. This was felt to reflect low self-engagement with health. This view is also reflected
in the Hunter New England Local Health District (2015) report, which identifies low levels of ‘health literacy’
in rural and remote areas, including Muswellbrook. Low health literacy prevents individuals making healthy
choices and encourages a degree of fatalism about health outcomes. These problems it was felt were
amplified for the Aboriginal population where it was accompanied by a suspicion and distrust of
government and associated health interventions. All recognised the importance of a community-based and
community-engaged approach to health promotion and welcomed the potential development of a
Community Hub to facilitate their work in Muswellbrook South. Peer-led health promotion was also
identified as having clear potential to influence low health literacy. This view is confirmed by several
evidence reviews (e.g. South et al, 2010) and peer-led health interventions are particularly effective at
improving health knowledge and behaviours in ethnic communities and areas of socio-economic
disadvantage (see Case Study).
The primary health challenges recognised by the hospital team were around drug and alcohol related
admissions, domestic violence and low-birth weight babies caused by smoking and alcohol related
behaviours. From the New England Health District Report (2015) key issues identified were:
 High body-mass attributable admissions
 Smoking behaviour attributable admissions
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Potentially preventable admissions
Fall related injury hospitalisation

Further insights into the low health profile of the community can be gained from data derived from the
delivery of the Healthy Kids Bus Stop (HKBS) initiative in Muswellbrook. The HKBS is a ‘whole of child
health screening, assessment and pathway to care program’. In November 2015, 74 children took part
leading to 55 children being referred to additional services in a total of 115 referrals. The pattern of
referrals is presented in Table 15.
Table 15: Child Health referrals from
Health issue
No of referrals
Hearing
Oral health
Dietician
Occupational Therapy
Speech Therapy

22
14
9
21
24

% of total referrals
(n=115)
19
12
8
18
21

% 0f referrals taken up
55
Not known
50
70
61

The subsequent take-up of referrals is deemed generally high in the report in comparison to other rural and
remote areas. However, it still represents a significant number of children, provisionally diagnosed with
potentially life-changing health issues, who have not received follow up assessment and treatment. This
has implications for continuing ill health in adult life. The six month follow up report attributes this to the
low health awareness of the parent group, the physical and transport barriers to attending appointments
and the scarcity of services and associated waiting lists for some key health problems in rural and remote
localities.

Case Study: Aneurin Bevan Health Authourity, Gwent Wales: Community
Health Champions
The Community Health Champions Programme was established to take advantage of the benefits
identified with peer-based health advice approaches. Delivered in an area of acute social
disadvantage the program seeks to influence some of the highest obesity, cancer and cardiovascular disease rates in Europe. With over 200 Community Health Champions, the programme is
funded from the Welsh Government Well-Being Activity Grant and administered by Public Health
Wales. Current costs are a very modest £20-30,000 per year. Avoiding a simple ‘role’ based
approach, volunteers are recruited and provided with an accredited training programme which
develops communication and relationship skills, as well as a health awareness programme, ‘5 Ways
to Well-Being’. Training is provided on the core issues of smoking cessation, alcohol, childhood
obesity, adult weight management, health screening and ‘expert patient’ (health selfmanagement). Champions are able to claim expenses for travel and child-care but generally do not
do so. Currently, the network covers five counties, each having a lead person to direct the
programme. Champions are recruited locally with the use of attractive and accessible recruitment
materials. The programme also directly involves third sector agencies that are experienced in
volunteer recruitment and management. The programme has been extended from its original
timescale and is pending a formal evaluation.
Action 15:
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Compass Housing to convene a one-day workshop with local health organisations and support service
providers to assess how the establishment of a community hub could support improved access to child
and adult health and support services.

7.2 The education challenge
Australian census data (2011) indicate that, compared to other parts of Muswellbrook, there are relatively
greater numbers of people (over 15 years) in the Muswellbrook South area whose highest completed level
of secondary school was less than year 10 (see Figure 3). This pattern is consistent with the Index of
Community Socio-educational Advantage (ICSEA), which measures the levels of socio-educational
advantage of the students. ICSEA is based on a range of factors, including parents’ education and
occupation, student indigenous status and school remoteness and is set to have an average of 1000 and a
standard deviation of 100. As can be seen in Table 16, all schools in urban Muswellbrook have scores below
the Australian average, with Muswellbrook South Public School being more than 1.5 standard deviations
below the national average. Interestingly, St James' Primary School, which is geographically closest to the
community housing located in Muswellbrook South, has the highest ICSEA score of the schools listed.
Figure 3. Ranges of numbers of people (over 15 years) whose highest completed level of secondary
school was either year 8, year 9, or not having attended school (2011 census).

Table 16. ICSEA scores for the five schools servicing the urban area of Muswellbrook (source:
www.myschool.edu.au).
School
St James' Primary School
Muswellbrook Christian School

ICSEA (2015)
995
940
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Muswellbrook Public School
937
Muswellbrook High School
907
Muswellbrook South Public
835
School
While not specific to Muswellbrook South, these patterns are broadly consistent with Australian Early
Development Census (AEDC) data. Designed to guide public policy and planning, the AEDC assesses early
childhood development when children commence school and covers the five domains of physical health
and well being; social competence; emotional maturity; language and cognitive skills; and communication
skills & general knowledge. Based on AEDC data, the Muswellbrook community has greater proportions of
children who are developmentally vulnerable across all domains other than communication and general
knowledge, compared to both Australia and NSW (Figure 4). It also has higher proportions of children who
are vulnerable on at least one domain (“Vulnerable 1” in the Figure) or at least two domains (“Vulnerable
2” in the figure).
Figure 4. Comparative percentage of children who are developmentally vulnerable for Muswellbrook
community, Australia and NSW, based on AEDC data.

(The paragraphs and data above in this section have been provided by Professor Alan Hayes)

The most damaging impact of long-term social exclusion can be on the educational aspirations of children
and young people. International evidence suggests that primary school pupils from disadvantaged localities
tend to maintain normal career and life ambitions but that these fall dramatically at secondary levels of
education with strong patterns of disengagement emerging. School disengagement tends to be reinforced
within family and peer cultures and promotes poor attendance and truanting. The collective impact
program to be delivered by the University of Newcastle and led by Professor Alan Hayes, provides an
opportunity to break the intergeneration transmission of poverty by improving family and pupil
commitment to education and by raising the educational attainment of children in Muswellbrook.
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Action 16: That all agencies collaborate with and actively support the Strong Families: Capable
Communities collective impact program, to maximise the resources available and support the University
achieve the objectives of the program.

7.3 Crime
High levels of crime represent one of the most significant challenges to the quality of life in a community.
Additionally, even if at low personal risk, individuals experiencing high levels of fear of crime also suffer
significant reduction in their quality of life. In almost all community studies, crime and fear of crime are
one of the dominant areas of concern for residents. This is often above critical issues such as poor health
and low educational attainment, which becomes culturally normalised. However, in contrast, crime and
fear of crime is perceived as a daily threat to personal safety and can cause high levels of stress. One
resident described to me how her daughter (9 year old) would pace the floor repetitively during neighbour
and domestic disputes in her street.
Liaison with police suggests that there is a high, localised crime rate in Muswellbrook South and there is a
strong anecdotal view that much of this is associated with drug related behaviours. It is believed that there
is a high prevalence of methamphetamine (ICE) use in the locality and a significant proportion of the
methadone program places allocated to Muswellbrook reside in Muswellbrook South, including in the
private rental sector accommodation.
One critical problem over a number of years has been the extent of property fires resulting in a significant
number of burned out properties in the community. In many instances these have become an eyesore and
safety hazard and create a ‘broken window’ syndrome in which additional burn downs become more
acceptable. Evidence of arson in each case cannot be acquired but there is a strong view that the majority
of fires are deliberate. The impact on internal and external perceptions of the estate are considerable and
contribute significantly to tenant turnover and external stigma. The presence of derelict and burned out
properties in a neighbourhood can reinforce negative behaviours such as vandalism, fly-tipping and further
property damage.
Long-term derelict and burned privately owned property in
South Muswellbrook.

The prevalence of accidental and deliberate property damage by fire requires a concerted program of
action by a range of agencies to prevent further incidences but also to reinstate properties as rapidly as
possible.
Action 17:
A comprehensive campaign is required to address the high number of property fires in the locality. This
should involve:
 An active program of fire safety awareness delivered to all tenants
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Home Fire awareness raising in all local schools
Active investigation of all fires to determine the cause
Active prosecution in all cases of arson where perpetrators can be identified.

In addition, remediation of burned properties should be urgently delivered. This will require
 Effective liaison between Compass, LAHC, FACS, police and insurance companies to expedite
rapid demolition and site remediation.


Rapid enforcement by Council and Environmental Health agencies where private rental
properties are left in unsafe and unsightly condition

In general, crime patterns found in communities similar to Muswellbrook South respond well to community
development activities and community policing methods. The experience from the 123Hub in Broken Hill
points to direct experience of crime reduction and Compass looks forward to close liaison with local police
teams to achieve similar impact in Muswellbrook South.
The tenancy data is supportive of the primary conclusion that can be drawn from tenant views expressed in
the focus group. They painted a picture of a highly marginalised, economically disadvantaged community.
Whilst the focus group with tenants identified a generic range of problems, when asked to identify specific
community safety issues a sharper focus emerged around the following key concerns:








The presence of ICE dealers and users
Community safety and community security
Privacy and inadequate garden security
Slow police response times
Speeding cars
Transient population
Neighbour conflict

These issues are frequently of concern in socially excluded communities and have earned the title ‘crime
and grime’ factors. They frequently head the list of immediate concerns that residents are dealing with on
a daily basis. They also can be seen as relatively straightforward to deal with and most community renewal
programs report success in these factors with relatively modest investment (Adamson, 2010).

8 The coalition for change
The concept of a ‘coalition for change’ has been adopted in this document to describe the pattern of
partnership working that will be required to successfully tackle the issues identified in this report. The
coalition for change concept is based on the ‘total place’ approach to public and third sector services
developed by the Local Government Association in the UK. The method adopts a ‘place’ perspective to
target a wide range of service towards a given locality, within a unified and coordinated strategy.
Data provided by FACS and mapping of service provision by Professor Alan Hayes shows a significant
number of agencies, both government and third sector, providing a range of family and child centred
services to the community. FACS currently funds 10 programs directly to work in Muswellbrook. A further
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ten programs operating throughout the Hunter Region also deliver services in Muswellbrook. There are
currently 10 interagency networks meeting in Muswellbrook. Additionally there are services supporting
addiction and alcohol abuse, homelessness and employability
Similar levels of provision were identified in the research conducted to inform the delivery of the Logan
Together Campaign in Queensland http://logantogether.org.au . A key conclusion was that, whilst all
agencies did excellent work, the consequence was management of poverty rather than a program of
structural and normative change to eradicate poverty. Services tended to engage with families when
problems occurred and the Logan Together Initiative is refocusing on a more preventative model that
addresses problems at a more communal level. In a ‘collective impact’ program the Logan Together
Initiative has begun the complex task of coordinating delivery to achieve impact on the fundamental causes
of poverty in early childhood. The collective impact program proposed by Professor Alan Hayes at
Newcastle University will provide similar coordination of family and child services for the Muswellbrook
Shire region. The proposed coalition for change will bring together a comprehensive grouping of service
providers to engages with the full range of economic, social and cultural issues identified in this report.
Any Coalition for Change requires three core outcomes:
 A high level and committed joint approach across all local authority departments and key partners
including health, housing, policing, third sector and community organisations, as well as private
sector companies, will be required to deliver the level of cooperation and collaboration required to
seriously tackle issues and create positive change.
 A core focus of the collaborative approach is the identification and elimination of service
duplication, overlap and competition, and this is replaced by a collective development of key
objectives and the co-design of services to jointly achieve the maximum impact.
 A ‘culture of change and improvement’ is required, which embeds an anti-poverty approach in the
work of all potential partner organisations. The change is, in large part, one of culture and
commitment to raise the aspirations of people experiencing the high levels of disadvantage
evidenced in Muswellbrook South and two further locations in Muswellbrook.

8.1 Governance of a coalition for change
The successful forging of a coalition for change requires a clear governance structure and a coordinating
role performed by a major agency providing services in the target area. In the ‘total place’ model that
leadership has been provided by local government as a natural choice given its role as the major service
provider in any community. Muswellbrook Shire Council currently coordinates several meetings per year
with key service providers and is in a strong position to develop a more formal coalition for change
partnership and to lead the identification of core objectives for the region and to target patterns of poverty
and social exclusion. Compass Housing can be a key partner in enabling reach into the social housing
community and to deliver the critical interventions identified in Section 5.5.
The ‘collective impact’ program instigated by Professor Alan Hayes also has potential to provide the
necessary leadership and the Logan Together experience demonstrates the efficacy of the approach. The
key conclusion from Logan and from the thirteen total place programs is that leadership is required and
that the benefits from a place-focused collaboration across all service providers is fundamental to poverty
alleviation and its eradication in the long-term.
Action 18:
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A specific meeting of the Department and Premier and Cabinet Working group should be convened to
discuss the options and approaches to developing a ‘coalition for change’ for Muswellbrook Shire.

9 Conclusion
This report has presented a comprehensive analysis of the patterns of poverty and social exclusion that
characterise Muswellbrook South. The central belief in the Deep Place approach is that these conditions
can only be fully resolved by creating an economic environment which eventually leads to employment for
as many as residents as possible, in order to change the social dynamic of a marginalised place
The report does not underestimate the barriers to achieving employment opportunities for the social
housing population in Muswellbrook. It is a highly disadvantaged population and is fundamentally
disengaged from the labour market. A prerequisite for progress is the existence of employment in the
wider economy and key sections of this report have explored international examples of how employment
can be created. The aim is for this wider economy to ultimately impact on even the poorest population in
the region.
The report has also identified that targeting young people and lone parents is the most fruitful place to
start to change the trajectory of a community. It also identifies the need for concerted, collaborative action
by a wide range of agencies within a coalition for change. A key element of success in community renewal
is the development of a collective will to experiment and to disrupt what has been conventionally
delivered. Agencies demonstrating a capacity to change will influence the community and its residents to
see that change is also possible for them. The proposed coalition for change will be an essential component
of achieving the many actions identified in this report. Creating a collaborative and cooperative
environment in which all agencies in the government, social and private sectors make a contribution can be
transformative.

Summary of Actions proposed:
Action 1: This report author, Professor Dave Adamson, can provide a briefing seminar to Muswellbrook
Shire Council on the implications of the New Urban Agenda and its implementation.
Action 2: Muswellbrook Council to lead a collaborative exercise to develop a ten- year visitor economy
strategy for the Muswellbrook shire that both integrates with, but also leads the wider Upper Hunter
tourism program. The aim will be the identification of Muswellbrook as a leading eco-tourism location
with a multiple platform visitor offer.
Action 3: Muswellbrook Chamber of Commerce engages in a review of marketing and product placement
opportunities in a functionally expanded Visitor Centre located in Muswellbrook.
Action 4: local producers and the Muswellbrook Chamber of Commerce to collaborate to consider
maximising value capture through vertical integration strategies to increase opportunities to develop
higher farm incomes and additional business and employment opportunities.
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Action 5: local traders, Muswellbrook Council and Muswellbrook Chamber of Commerce to collaborate
and engage with Austrade to explore Chinese and South East Asian markets for local agricultural
products.

Action 6:
The commissioning of a comprehensive energy strategy review to engage with all potential partners. The
aim would be the production of a 20-year energy plan that would create Muswellbrook as a carbonneutral transition town and an Australian and international exemplar of large-scale renewable energy
production.
Action 7:
That Muswellbrook Council, Newcastle University and Hunter TAFE scope the potential for a co-worker
space alongside the Innovation Hub to foster lower skill level businesses and e-working to compliment
the current research and hi-tech strategy.
Action 8 :
That a consortium of local anchor institutions and Muswellbrook Chamber of Commerce researches and
develops a foundational economy strategy that comprehensively examines ways in which economic
opportunity can be developed within the local economy with a specific objective of fostering local supply
chains, enhancing local business development and employing local residents, including residents of social
housing.
Action 9:
Compass to develop a comprehensive community development program to support engagement with
tenants as a precursor to and mechanism for improving social outcomes for tenants and their families.
Recent examples include a Family Fun Day and a Christmas Party event.
Action 10:
Compass to liaise with service providers, TAFE and other partners to identify tenants who can benefit
from and who will engage with training provision and employability support. The initial focus to work
with the current 40% of tenants who live in sole-parent households.
Action 11:
Compass to continue to secure funding to improve physical and social conditions in the community.
Action 12:
Compass to scope the development of a Muswellbrook South based social enterprise to provide
‘intermediate’ employment opportunities to Muswellbrook social housing residents.
Action 13:
Compass to promote the development of and participate in a ‘coalition for change’, a partnership of local
service providers who will drive collective objectives and actions that address the multiple problems of
poverty and social exclusion experienced in Muswellbrook South and the wider Muswellbrook
community.
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Action 14: Compass to liaise with all relevant partners including LAHC, FACS and Muswellbrook Shire
Council to identify a current property for conversion to a community hub. The ideal situation would be
adjacent to the Hunter Park where collaborative funding can also develop play and recreational facilities
to support the activities of the hub. All parties to agree the rapid approval of necessary ownership
transfers, change of use permissions and other regulatory requirements.
Action 15:
Compass Housing to convene a one-day workshop with local health organisations and support service
providers to assess how the establishment of a community hub could support improved access to child
and adult health and support services.
Action 16:
That all agencies collaborate with and actively support the Strong Families: Capable Communities
collective impact program, to maximise the resources available and support the University achieve the
objectives of the program.
Action 17: A comprehensive campaign is required to address the high number of property fires in the
locality. This should involve:
 An active program of fire safety awareness delivered to all tenants
 Home Fire awareness raising in all local schools
 Active investigation of all fires to determine the cause
 Active prosecution in all cases where perpetrators can be identified.
In addition, remediation of burned properties should be urgently delivered. This will require
 Effective liaison between Compass, LAHC, FACS, police and insurance companies to expedite
rapid demolition and site remediation.


Rapid enforcement by Council and Environmental Health agencies where private rental
properties are left in unsafe and unsightly condition

Action 18:
A specific meeting of the Department and Premier and Cabinet Working group should be convened to
discuss the options and approaches to developing a ‘coalition for change’ for Muswellbrook Shire.
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