
Maidstone and Braybrook

The broad-acre estates of Maidstone and Braybrook are in the outer south
– western suburbs of Melbourne.  Twenty per cent of the residents are of
a Vietnamese background.  Lyndsay Mason is a community development
worker with an extensive background as a community-based artist in
Britain and Australia.  She is currently employed by the City of Maribynong
to support the engagement of communities in a number of activities,
including Neighbourhood Renewal. 

One initiative that has taken place since she came to work at Maidstone
and Braybrook has been a series of events entitled Armchair Travel,
aimed at  increasing inter-cultural understanding.

Armchair Travel has included an evening in which armchair travelers
could sit back and enjoy an exploration of Vietnamese culture at the
Maidstone Community Centre.  Planned and achieved with people from
the local Quang Ming Temple, the event presented Vietnamese musicians,
singers, musicians, dancers and a visiting linguist. The climax was a 
display of food carving and sculpture by a highly respected expert from
Sydney, an exhibition of skill which greatly impressed not only the 
audience of armchair travelers but also the local Vietnamese community.

The community cultural development processes at Braybrook and
Maidstone are based on an evolving strategy of small-scale events and
not on one-off spectaculars, as the emphasis is on long-term growth
across many different social groups.  An exception was the participation
of Braybrook and Maidstone residents in the 2003 Big Day Out Festival ,
part of the broader bi-annual Big West Festival, celebrating life in the
western suburbs of Melbourne.  Highlights of Big Day Out included 
performances by refugee people from the Dinka community in the 
war-scarred southern Sudan.  The male Dambai Dancers and the Dany
Women’s Group have since become increasingly busy with further public
performances.  The success of Big Day Out resulted in the Braybrook
and Maidstone Neighbourhood Association deciding to make Big Day
Out an annual event.

We’ve followed Neighborhood Renewal
guidelines to suit our community just
as other communities have done.  
So whilst we s u p p o rt working groups on 
h o u s i n g , safety and security, health
and well being, unemployment and
e n v i ronment, we also support a Social
and Cultural Working G roup.  Because
one crucial factor about Maidstone and
B r a y b rook is its incredible social and 
cultural diversity.  There ’s also the
realities of changing demographics
with lots of new families moving into
the area, and the need to counteract
the stigma of being a resident of 
public housing.

So we don’t diff e rentiate between those
who live in either private or public
housing.  Instead we try to bre a k
down the barriers.  It’s necessary to
work from strengths because if we
s t a rt off with negatives such as 
deprivation and alienation then we’re
on the back foot.  Instead we celebrate
d i ff e rence and validate respect for 
d i ff e rent circumstances, experiences
and backgrounds.  The community
a rts are the most powerful way to do
that.  Indeed in my opinion the 
community arts are the most powerf u l
tool in community development.
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Steve Payne, Company Director of The Torch Project believes
that community cultural development re-ignites communities,
reconnecting people to all they can achieve.  Artistic Director
Kirk Robson emphasises the importance of people imagining
who they could be in their community and discovering their
power.  Community celebration of the multicultural nature of
Doveton and Eumemmering is a key part of cross-cultural 
communication and understanding.  In 2004, The Torch Project
organised Idol Quest, an extravaganza of dance with eighty-five
performers from backgrounds as varied as The Philippines,
Samoa, Tonga, Maori New Zealand, South Sudan, Hungary 
and indigenous Australia. 

The Torch Project has a long history of working with housing
estate residents. The company began when it developed the
script for The Torch at the Atherton Gardens estate in 1999.
This play was re-staged a number of times and went through a
series of fundamental changes after this but always retained the

dramatic structure of song, dialogue and direct speech to the audience created by its original
writer and director Stefo Nantsou.  The subject matter also remained inter-cultural difference and
the understanding of difference.  The productions at the Universal Theatre (1999) and at the
Melbourne Town Hall (2000) contained a cast of six professional actors and thirty-nine community
members, who between them spoke thirty languages.

After 2000, The Torch toured Victoria, often changing to reflect the concerns of different 
communities with whom The Torch Project rewrote and performed the script.  In 2003 an entirely
new play, The Bridge, was produced with communities in northern Victoria. The Bridge then
came to Melbourne for a sold-out season at Melbourne’s Trades Hall Theatre. 

Our Filipino dancers performed our native
dance Ifugao, a dance of the aborigines of
the Northern Philippines. We felt it was
appropriate to share the spirit of our native
land with the aboriginal people of Australia
that night.  During breaks between each
dance group, I was one of the actors who
acted out social issues and difficulties
faced by migrant groups. 
Being part of the Idol Quest performance
was also an opportunity for me to connect
with my new community and to feel part of
the bigger family of Doveton. As a new 
resident, I don’t know many people except
for my neighbours.  I now appreciate
afresh the people in my neighbourhood.  
I meet new friends from the cast and we
greet each other when I meet them in the
shopping strip at Autumn Place.  Finally,
I really feel I belong to this community
because of that experience.  It's like magic.

Congratulations must go to the following: the Ballam Ballam Dance Group; Bunjil
Aboriginal Culture and Dance Club; the d'Silangan dancers Philippine-Australian
Cultural Group; Samoan Dance Group; South Sudanese Group, representing the 
Nuer community; and the Maori Dance Group, Nga Tamariki O Nga Hapu Katoa, 
which means children of the four winds.
Those groups thoroughly entertained the crowd and gave everyone in attendance a
great insight into the various cultures that exist in our local community.
I also acknowledge the great performers who took part in the short plays during the
night. All of them are residents in the Doveton-Eumemmerring area. The performances
were a great representation of everyday life for many local people and the hardships
and pressures they often face. I would once again like to congratulate everyone
involved in organising and participating in this event. The evening was a great credit 
to the local community and those working within it. 

Norminda Villanueva, Idol Quest participant and
Settlement Officer for the Centre for Philippine
Concerns, Australia Incorporated, interview

Adem Somyurek, MP, Member for Eumemmerring, statement to Legislative Assembly

Lyndsay Mason, Community Development
Worker, Braybrook Community Centre, interview

Dambai Dancers and the Dany Women’s Group at the
Big Day Out Festival, 2003.
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Another cultural process undertaken at
Braybrook and Maidstone has produced a
mural on the back walls of the Braybrook
Community Centre.  The mural, painted by local
street artists supported by artsworker Amanda
Neville, is a bold statement which, since its 
creation, has never been tagged.  After all, it
belongs to the resident youth and is therefore
considered sacrosanct.  

The mural is adjacent to a barren expanse from
which one can see the distant high rise towers
of Melbourne.  In 2005 this ground will become
a Neigbourhood Garden designed, sculpted
and cared for by local residents.  It will be used
for individual garden plots, performances and

visual arts insta l l a t i o n s . Overall the projects at Braybrook 
and Maidstone signify that community cultural development
and Neighbourhood Renewal do share a number of common
elements; amongst them the desire to create vibrant places
where people want to live.   

Long Gully and Eaglehawk 

The public housing estates in the Bendigo suburbs of Long
Gully and Eaglehawk are one hundred and thirty-seven 
kilometres from Melbourne.  The residents are predominantly
Anglo-Celtic in background.  Many of them have lived at
Long Gully or Eaglehawk for a long time.  St. Luke’s
Anglicare, a welfare agency based in Bendigo, is a main
provider of services.  Linda Beilharz is Director of the
Community Capacity Building and Research Unit at St.
Luke’s.  In her book Building Community – The Shared
Action Experience she writes that Long Gully has high 
numbers of interventions by police, juvenile justice, child
protection, drug and alcohol services, and is an area where
significant resources have been withdrawn over the past
few years including a primary school and a kindergart e n .

Building Community – The Shared Action Experience is a
study of a three-year community development project which
ran from 1997 to 2000.  Shared Action emphasised 
people's ability to be their own agents of change by creating
conditions that enable them to control and direct the
process of change.  Shared Action also seems to have been
based at times on the use of pre-existing social rituals.

W. McCashen, cited in Building Community – The Shared Action
Experience, Linda Beilharz, Solutions Press, 2002

During the project the residents of Long Gully organised a schools 
program and a family recreational park (Chum Reserve) was built of
colourful mosaic pavers and other ceramic installations.

After Shared Action concluded, Linda Beilharz and project worker Jenny
Hogan held a planning day with residents from Long Gully and Eaglehawk.
The community members nominated domestic  violence, teenage hoon
behaviour and disputes between neighbours as important issues.  
These can be explosive issues in people’s day-to-day lives.  The residents 
advocated long-term community capacity building via social harmony rather
than confrontation.

The resulting Promoting Harmony Project was organised by St. Luke’s
with a specifically cultural basis.  The aim was to heighten residents’
awareness of strengths in their community and ways in which they might
make their neighbourhoods more harmonious places in which to live.  

Theatre of Transformation, the first of the two major cultural products of
the Promoting Harmony process, was the result of facilitator/director
Bryan Derrick’s work with eighteen Year Ten students at the Eaglehawk

Secondary College.  The teenagers underwent an
intensive five-day workshop and rehearsal of material
based on real-life stories and issues relevant to their
target audience.  
Bryan Derrick used techniques devised by Brazilian
theatre director Augusto Boal in his Theatre Of The
Oppressed. After the performances, members of the
audience could suggest alternative courses of action
in the scenarios presented.  The scenario would then
be re-staged with audience members encouraged to
come on stage and play roles.  Further alternative sce-
narios would then be discussed and possibly acted
out. Theatre of Transformation was performed three
times at the Eaglehawk Secondary College and then
at the Star Cinema in the Eaglehawk Town Hall.  
The second product of Promoting Harmony was the
short film The Dirt on Squirt.  More than sixty students
and older residents of Eaglehawk and Long Gully 
collaborated with writer and director Kirk Robson in

Every so often, we as teachers are 
presented with an opportunity to 
witness students’ work which can only
be described as very special. The
Theatre of Transformation is one
such event.  The students involved
have created a series of incredibly
powerful scenarios and themes and
combined them to present a show
which is confronting, challenging and
so realistic.  The opportunity is not one
to be missed …

John Pearce, Eaglehawk Secondary College,
Student Welfare Coordinator, Promoting 
Harmony Project report.

Video still Dirt on Squirt.

Dambai Dancers and the Dany Women’s Group at the
Armchair Travel Day, 2003.

In essence strengths-based practice:

• is an approach to people which is primarily
dependent upon positive attitudes to people's
d i g n i t y, capacities, rights, uniqueness and 
c o m m o n a l i t i e s

• emphasises people's ability to be their own
agents of change by creating conditions that
enable them to control and direct the process 
of change

• creates conditions that enable people to identify
and mobilise their strengths and capacities 
in the process of change

• provides re s o u rces in a way that complements
people's existing strengths and re s o u rces as
opposed to compensating for deficits

• acknowledges and addresses power imbalances
between workers and those they work with

• seeks to identify and address social, personal,
cultural and structural constraints to people's
g rowth and liberation

• recognises and acts to address dynamics 
i n h e rent in organisation and social practices 
and stru c t u res that are incongruent with
s t rengths-based principles and pro c e s s e s


