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Our community sector

The Victorian community sector is made up of more than 120,000 not-for-profit, independent, self-governing organisations that operate for social or community purposes.

These organisations provide services and programs in areas ranging from essential health services to local sporting club management. 

Some are involved in providing social services such as housing and aged care, others protect the environment and others ensure that advocacy and representation are available to those in need. 

Community sector organisations are employers and significant outlets for people willing to volunteer to assist. More than 40 per cent of Victorians volunteer with not-for-profit organisations. 

This willingness to volunteer was made abundantly clear in response to the Black Saturday Bushfires when some 16,000 people registered with the volunteer hotline, while so many others simply pitched in and helped their local communities. 

Community sector organisations play a vital role in making our communities liveable, affordable and sustainable.

The widespread reach of community sector organisations means that they are impacted by all of the issues that affect the communities they serve – population and demographic changes, drought, floods, bushfires and changes in the economy.

The fact that they are independent and self-governing – and usually reliant on a small number of staff and volunteers – also means that community sector organisations have to be flexible and able to adapt to changes and new challenges. 

They work on the basis of invaluable local and targeted knowledge and develop relationships in communities which ensure that people have access to personalised, responsive and appropriate activities and information.

They engage with minority groups and marginalised communities which otherwise would have great difficulty finding the information and interaction they need. 

And they play a crucial role in improving overall health and wellbeing and helping people to be in a better position to enter and remain in the workforce.

Source: Data Snapshot: The not-for-profit sector, The former Office for the Community Sector 2009. 

Supporting our community sector

More than $2 billion worth of Victorian Government services are delivered by community sector organisations each year. 

The Victorian Government recognises the significant contribution that community sector organisations make across Victoria and is committed to working with the sector to ensure its long-term sustainability. 

After consulting with community sector and philanthropic organisations, the Victorian Government’s Action Plan: Strengthening Community Organisations was produced, establishing the (former) Office for the Community Sector (OCS) in 2008.

The $13.8 million Action Plan provided a framework for the former OCS to work with community sector organisations to simplify and streamline their interactions with Government and to enable them to invest in their own capabilities and long-term sustainability.

The former OCS was responsible for:

· Promoting good practice in the ways in which government agencies, business and philanthropic organisations work with community sector organisations.

· Fostering innovation within the sector.

The former OCS was committed to improving the scope and quality of information about community sector organisations – their number, nature, activities, economic and social contribution – to achieve a greater understanding of the sector within and outside government.

During 2009, many Victorian community sector organisations dealt with two significant events that placed them under pressures never before experienced – the global financial crisis and the Black Saturday bushfires.

The former OCS determined during this period that the experiences of these community sector organisations should be collected and recorded both as an acknowledgment of the way in which these challenging situations were handled and to provide information to other community sector organisations for the future.

This publication documents the experiences of some community sector organisations affected by the events of Saturday 7 February 2009, or Black Saturday as it has become known. It then documents the ways in which several organisations planned for, and coped with, the predicted and real effects of the global financial crisis. 

The former OCS thanks all of the people who were willing to share their experiences of these challenging events for the benefit of other similar organisations.

Black Saturday, an overview

Community sector organisations played a very significant role in the aftermath of the Black Saturday bushfires.
In February 2009, bushfires across Victoria caused the death of 173 people, and devastated 78 communities and 430,000 hectares of land. Along with the 2,029 homes destroyed were also hundreds of businesses, five schools and kindergartens, 40 sporting clubs and other community facilities, farm sheds, livestock, companion animals, native wildlife and thousands of kilometres of fencing. 

Fire across 14 major fronts affected areas in 25 of the State’s municipalities, with the townships and communities of Marysville, Kinglake, Flowerdale, Long Gully, Eaglehawk, Labertouche and Calignee bearing the brunt of the destruction.

And while individuals, local and state governments reacted quickly to the need to support these communities – both in the immediate and longer term – community sector organisations mobilised, and were relied upon, to an extent never before seen. 

These organisations, ranging from local sporting clubs to community arts organisations, service clubs to health and welfare organisations, assisted with urgent and immediate bushfire aid. 

But, just as importantly, they have remained involved with bushfire affected communities as they have faced the formidable challenges involved with recovering from such a major event.

During 2009, the former OCS moved to identify and document the important contribution of the community sector to the bushfire relief effort, both in terms of the immediate emergency response and the recovery and rebuilding phase. The stories of a small number of these organisations were captured through interviews with people who worked – either on a voluntary or paid basis – for community sector organisations in bushfire affected areas. These organisations, which included community health and welfare, sporting clubs and animal welfare organisations were based in five of the bushfire affected areas. Some employ staff members, while some are run solely by volunteers.

A semi-structured interview framework was used to gather a range of insights into ways in which organisations were called on to assist and ways in which they initiated their response. From the stories told in these interviews – and backed up by anecdotal evidence and media reports – it is clear to see that these organisations were flexible and creative in their response. Some had to put aside their own operations to assist, while others had to add dealing with bushfire relief to responsibilities already stretched by limited resources. 

And in many cases, community sector volunteers and staff, having lost their own relatives, friends or homes, rallied to assist those around them. For the people of these organisations, the bushfires had an intensely personal, as well as operational, impact.

The following case studies document some of the these experiences, as well as the lessons organisations learnt through their involvement.
For more information about the bushfires and the recovery programs and activities view:

· the Victorian Bushfire Reconstruction and Recovery Authority (VBRRA). The VBRRA created a Legacy Report to document the establishment, operation and closure of the organisation created to coordinate recovery following the 2009 Victorian bushfires: https://www.rdv.vic.gov.au/fire-recovery-unit/resources/fru-news-room/legacy-report
· Victorian Bushfire Appeal Fund: http://www.dhs.vic.gov.au/bushfireappeal
· 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission final report: http://www.royalcommission.vic.gov.au/Commission-Reports/Final-Report.html
Birralee Gymnastics Club, Wallan

The response of the Birralee Gymnastics Club was one of many characterised by flexibility, community leadership and strong organisational capacity stemming from existing personal and professional relationships.

The Birralee Gymnastics Club has 300 members and covers an area from Epping to Seymour/Mansfield. Like most small sporting clubs, this not-for-profit Club is governed by a volunteer committee, with some paid coaching staff. The recent employment of an Administration Clerk three afternoons a week has tried to relieve some of the workload for the Committee who have done this job for 21 years. 

After Wallan was placed on alert on Saturday 7 February 2009, President Jenni Wood, Vice-President Carolyn Herrmann, club members and Sue Consiglio, President of the R.B. Robson Stadium Committee, opened the R.B. Robson Stadium as a place of refuge and set about making up more than 100 beds.

The beds and linen were sourced by Birralee Gymnastics Club Committee members using local contacts with welfare organisations and donations from nearby residents.

On the Sunday, Gymnastics Club members approached people sleeping in their cars and offered them a bed and support.

During the first week after the fires, material aid was delivered to the R.B. Robson Stadium to the extent that two basketball stadiums were filled with items ranging from toiletries and clothes to electrical goods.

Dealing with the volume of donated items provided in the aftermath of these fires proved a management challenge for all community sector organisations involved.

The Birralee Gymnastics Club responded by using the skills and experience its volunteers had in managing complex events. Rosters of volunteers were developed to sort the vast quantities of material aid and prepare it for distribution.

After two weeks, it became apparent that there was a need for sporting events to resume in the Stadium so that people could return to some form of normality. This was considered especially important for the children and young people involved.

It took six Club members two days to move the remaining donations to a vacant Home Hardware warehouse donated to the Gymnastics Club. The Club maintained a roster of people to staff the warehouse – initially for six days per week; this was then scaled down until the Centre was finally closed in August 2009. 

Lessons:

· If regular communication is in place then a relationship is established and people know each other’s capabilities. This ensures trust and security in working together.

· Drawing on existing skills and experience, community organisations can make a major contribution to emergency recovery.

· By encouraging a return to regular competition and activities, sporting clubs play a vital role in helping the local community return to normality.

· Community organisations with access to communal facilities are uniquely placed to house and support local residents during a crisis.

Steels Creek Tennis and Social Club
The Steels Creek Tennis and Social Club (the Club) offered an example of the importance of small, not-for-profit organisations inextricably linked with their local community. The Clubrooms provided a place for people to gather and talk with others who understood their plight.

For the Club, new light towers proved important tools in the fight to keep the Club going after the Black Saturday bushfires.

Club President, Alby Leckie, asked authorities after the fires for financial assistance to “do something to lift people’s spirits. I actually asked for some uniforms because I thought this might help people feel a connection to the Club, so it was a pretty nice surprise when we got given enough money for new lights!”

The Victorian Government and Yarra Ranges Shire contributed $70,000 in grants and free night tennis is now being offered to attract new people to join the Club. “One of the biggest effects of the fires has been that with so many houses lost, the Club has lost so many members. It’s been a real struggle to keep things going, but we are winning the battle. We’re seeing some new faces.”

The importance of the Club to the local community was readily apparent during the Black Saturday fires.

The physical location of the Club on one of the few pieces of flat ground in the Steels Creek Valley means that it traditionally becomes a community refuge in times of need. With car parking and a ready supply of volunteers, fire fighters were fed there during the 2005/6 fires. 

In the immediate aftermath of Black Saturday, additional showers, toilets and fresh water outlets were placed at the Club by the local Shire giving affected locals a place to collect freshwater, shower and get together.

The location of the Club gives them a centralised position in terms of emergency management.

Alby proposes that an alarm could be erected on a pole to alert local residents in case of bushfire. The long-term local experience of Club members like Alby also gives them a unique perspective on local conditions. He notes that mobile phone coverage is dangerously limited in the area and that the major road into Steels Creek became treacherous during the 2009 fires due to fallen trees.

The Club itself was hard hit with two of its most active members killed and the homes of many players lost. This didn’t stop members spending time at the Club to provide assistance to those affected – members of the wider community found it a place they could go to talk about their experiences to other locals, who kept them supplied with food and drinks and a sympathetic ear.

Importantly, the Tennis Club also provided local players with a way back to the life they had enjoyed before the fires. In contact with umbrella group, Tennis Victoria, Alby initially suspended the Club’s teams playing in their regular competitions until “things improved”. However, shortly after this decision a young member, whose home had been lost, rang and asked “Can we play a game of tennis?”

As a result, Alby and the Committee decided to continue in the competition. On Saturday 14 February – one week after the fires – play resumed. “The day brought people together; people who were passing stopped to watch and cheer the players along,” said Alby.

Lessons:

· In times of crisis, community organisations become a focal point for people to come together for solidarity, social activity and, at times, sympathy.

· Not-for-profit organisations can play an important role in catering to immediate, survival needs as well as recreational and social needs.
· Although sports clubs are ostensibly only about sporting activities, their important position at the centre of community life gives them specialised local knowledge that is invaluable in an emergency.
A Stitch in Time and After Black Saturday Memorial
Community organisations in two fire-affected areas provided the support needed to make two arts projects a reality – and in doing so they provided a much needed creative outlet for survivors.

It became clear in the aftermath of the bushfires that people recover in different ways: some need to be alone; others to be together, some need to react creatively.

In two affected areas, groups formed to create art and craft works which would last as meaningful reminders. These projects also gave people an opportunity to work together.

The projects were supported by the Arts Recovery Quick Response Fund established by the Victorian Government in recognition of the role art plays in recovery. 

A Stitch in Time

A Stitch in Time (originally named the ‘Community Bushfire Recovery Quilt Project’) brought a group of 15 affected women from the Gippsland area together under the guidance of a local artist. Each participant was given a visual diary in which to journal thoughts and designs, which would then aid them to each create a square to add to the group’s quilt. 

It was envisaged that the quilt would serve as historical documentation of the experiences of these women. Through exhibiting the quilt across the country, it would also ensure that it was appreciated as widely as possible.

The group was given assistance in the form of space at the Boolara Multipurpose Centre. Materials and sewing machines were donated by a Wantirna quilting shop and additional funding contributed by the Latrobe City Council.

AFTER Black Saturday Memorial

A local artist in the Kyneton area, Kathryn Portelli, was the driving force behind AFTER Black Saturday Memorial (AFTER: Art from the extended region). 

Kathryn, a mosaic artist, came up with the idea of a mural made from materials which survived the fires. Auspiced by the Cobaw Community Health Centre – which was also the employer of case managers working with bushfire affected families – this project was based on tiles made using found objects and items donated by people affected by the fires, such as broken crockery and other remnants of family keepsakes. 

The volunteer mosaic artists made two tiles from each lot of materials – one that was given back to the family or person who had made the donation and the other to form part of a mural on the wall of the Kyneton Town Hall. 

Kathryn explained that many local residents drive along that street whether they need to or not, just to say hello to “their” mural. Visitors are taken there to see the enormity of it and search for any familiar names or articles. Many people have told Kathryn that they’ve spent hours looking it over.

Speaking at the unveiling of the mural on the anniversary of Black Saturday, Kathryn explained: “Having a husband in the CFA fighting fires on the day gave the AFTER project an added dimension. I witnessed the impact of the event on him personally and on the buildings he and hundreds of his colleagues tried to save. They had watched 14 homes and a church explode and melt before their very eyes.” 

“I understood the power that the distorted remains from those fire affected sites would have to be able to tell their very own story – the molten glass, the twisted metal and the blistered ceramics all had their own unique voices. I knew that all I needed to do was to become a facilitator.” 

The unveiling itself provided an opportunity for local residents affected by the fires to reflect on the traumatic experience and to move forward. Kathryn recalled that “Some people came to Kyneton to reflect because they had lost someone in another area and it was still too soon to visit those areas.”

Kathryn’s work on the AFTER project has been recognised by being awarded the Regional Arts Victoria Outstanding Volunteer Award.

Lessons:

· Art projects can serve as lasting memorials. 

· They can help satisfy community desires for a creative and healing outlet.

· Unveiling ceremonies can become meaningful opportunities for marking anniversaries of traumatic events in a sensitive way.

· Community art projects allow for expressions of loss and recovery, both for individuals and for groups.

Buchan Neighbourhood House
Local community organisations can be the focal point of people’s lives both during and immediately after natural disasters. The experience of this Neighbourhood House also illustrates the long term role such organisations can play. 

Located in an isolated forest area in Victoria’s east, the Buchan Neighbourhood House (BNH) has always played a role in helping recover from the bushfires that affect the area. 

While the areas served by this Neighbourhood House were not directly affected by the 2009 bushfires, Black Saturday was a vivid reminder for the people of Buchan of their experiences of the massive fires which hit the area in early 2003. Farms, houses, livestock and wildlife were lost, along with important local tourist attractions.

The role of the BNH in the aftermath of the fires illustrates the many issues which arise from such significant events and the way in which local community organisations play a vital role in helping communities to recover.

Former Coordinator and now President, Suzanne Davies explains:

“After the 2003 fires, the communities had so many different organisations offering generosity and support at the same time as they were trying to come to terms with the shock and their grief. People were overwhelmed. The BNH became the catalyst for working between the different agencies and the communities to help spread the information and offers of support, freeing up the people affected to come to terms with what had happened.” 

Suzanne says that BNH staff also acted as advocates for the local communities in dealing with outside organisations which didn’t have their local knowledge. Staff successfully communicated to the Shire that counsellors brought in on a short term basis were going to be needed for much longer. There remains a counsellor still working with families now, six years later.

During the fires, a temporary communications tower was installed because the area had little phone coverage. BNH staff led a campaign which resulted in a permanent tower. The foresight of the staff and their connections to the local community were key factors in families receiving compensation for home appliances damaged in the eight months that residents could only access fresh water from the natural spring at the Buchan Caves. 

The limestone heavy water of the Caves rendered many kettles, hot water services and dishwashers unusable and these were collected and tagged by BNH staff. When the local water authority visited, there were 107 damaged items there to show them.

Following the fires, the BNH continued their work, along with other organisations, in encouraging affected people to contribute stories, poems, drawings or photos to be published in the Flames Across the Mountains book, which remains today a reminder of their experiences during this terrible time.

Lessons:

Neighbourhood Houses play a valuable role in coordinating offers of assistance to a community in distress by acting as a central organising hub.

Community organisations often become powerful advocates for their community following traumatic events.

Seemingly small, practical issues can bring community together to work on a common cause.

The Global Financial Crisis, an overview
In 2009, it became clear that Australia and the world were heading into a period of significant economic decline.
For community sector organisations, an economic downturn brings many challenges, potentially reducing income and increasing demand. 

For community organisations that rely on fee for service payments, donations and philanthropic or corporate grants, the potential for their income to reduce is very real. At the same time as people lose jobs or have reduced hours of work, organisations providing community services can also expect increasing demand.

There is a need for organisations to plan how they will respond to these competing pressures.

For some, the task of redoing budgets as part of planning for the future imposed an additional burden, while for others, it provided an opportunity to rethink the way they worked and to reassess priorities. 

Fortunately, during 2009 it became clear that Australia was not going to be at the eye of the economic storm. But while our economy was not as badly affected as many overseas countries, the potential for interest rate rises will continue to cause uncertainty for the immediate future.

In January, April and again in September 2009, the former OCS surveyed chief executive officers (CEOs) from a range of Victorian community organisations to determine how the global financial crisis had impacted on them in such areas as funding, service demand, staffing levels, volunteer participation and management strategies. 

The organisations surveyed varied in size (staff numbers ranged from five to 542), service type (health and welfare, environment and sporting) and catchments (national, state-wide, regional and metropolitan Melbourne). In summary, all the organisations were affected to some extent. Most also showed a trend of decreasing impact as the year progressed.

Most organisations reported that they had undergone some review of their operations in the time leading to the downturn and many had made changes and taken action in response. Many of the surveyed organisations reported additional pressure by also being affected by the bushfires. 

The following stories provide an insight into the different ways some Victorian community sector organisations adapted to the changed economic conditions of 2009.
Laverton Community Children’s Centre 
Being open to innovative thinking and recognising the importance of networks were key to the ongoing viability of the Laverton Community Children’s Centre (the Centre), a not-for-profit organisation operating in Melbourne’s western suburbs.

For Manager, Kate Kirner, and her Board of Management, the predicted economic downturn provided an opportunity for some innovative thinking. 

“Instead of closing programs we changed them around and offered them in different parts of the building.” 

“We moved our direct contact programs into the main area of the building and all children’s service delivery is now from one end of the building. This makes it easier for children and families to move between early childhood education programs and staff can offer program support to each other. It also ensures that all programs remain flexible, accessible and support the diverse needs of the community. This has been very successful,” says Kate.

The Centre looked for new ways to raise funds and to deliver new programs which would meet changing needs in the area, including providing services for newly arrived families.

Kate said the global financial crisis also brought home the importance of community sector organisations being part of, and calling on the expertise of, their networks.

“It’s critical in these times for all organisations in the not-for-profit sector to realise they are not alone and can really benefit from working collaboratively and in partnership with local government, peak bodies and other community organisations,” she said.

The Centre sought advice from umbrella agencies such as Community Child Care Victoria and Kindergarten Parents Victoria to make sure it had appropriate human resources, financial and strategic planning capabilities.

These are areas in which some community sector organisations can struggle if their resources don’t stretch to employing dedicated people. 

Successful strategies to increase the pool of expertise included seeking Board or Committee members with specific skills or making use of free or affordable services provided by peak bodies. 

Lessons:

· Be open to new ways that programs and services can be delivered more efficiently and effectively.

· Stay focused on the needs of your service users.

· Maintain involvement in networks with organisations with similar and complementary programs and services.

· Utilise the advice and support that is available from peak bodies and other organisations.

Unitingcare Cutting Edge
Taking advantage of the support available through being part of a larger organisation was one of the smart ideas which helped keep UnitingCare – Cutting Edge (UCCE) afloat during the economic downturn. UCCE, a referral agency for a wide range of welfare and support services in north-eastern Victoria, is part of the Australia-wide UnitingCare community services organisation. 

In 2009, being part of a larger organisation became very significant for UCCE. 

When considering how to offset the impacts of the pending economic downturn, UCCE had to consider the ongoing impact of Victoria’s long-running drought. The Black Saturday bushfires then added another set of pressures: “for us, the bushfires were the final straw,” says CEO, Rowena Allen. 

UCCE moved quickly to take advantage of the advice and information available through UnitingCare’s Head Office and began actively looking to other nearby agencies for possible cooperation and support. 

UCCE set up a committee with other UnitingCare agencies in the region to work together to achieve efficiencies. “There were positive ways of how we might collaborate together including possible mergers. And there was also much goodwill,” said Rowena.

UCCE’s ability to provide services and meet demand has been sorely tested by several key impacts of the global financial crisis and the bushfires – impacts which have been common to many Victorian community sector organisations.

Several organisations which previously paid for UCCE services and programs had to stop doing so because of their own financial situation. 

Then at the same time as UCCE experienced decreased investment returns, government funding and philanthropic grants were reduced or delayed and “donations and corporate sponsorships╔ dried up.”
And, as is usually the case with community sector organisations during times of economic hardship, UCCE faced increased demand from people requiring assistance, particularly in the areas of basic welfare and material aid. 

Rowena stressed the importance of community groups not trying to stretch limited resources to breaking point. “If a program has had a 20 per cent cut in government funding, hold firm to a 20 per cent reduction in service, don’t further extend already stretched resources,” she advised.

Lessons:

· Make strong links with organisations larger than yourselves.

· Collaborate at the highest level with parent/sister organisations

· Make partners quickly if you haven’t already.

· Look for new funding opportunities associated with government or philanthropic programs.

· If a program has had a 20 per cent cut in government funding, hold firm to a 20 percent reduction in service: don’t further extend already stretched resources.
Travellers Aid Australia
Based at Melbourne’s main city railway stations, Travellers Aid Australia provides travellers with emergency assistance, information and referrals. When the economic downturn brought a sharp increase in demand for its services, Travellers Aid Australia found that a strong, developed vision was crucial to it staying on track.

Travellers Aid Australia has seen the front line impact of the global financial crisis and has had to adapt accordingly, says CEO Jodie Willmer.

“The most noticeable impact has been the number of people presenting needing emergency relief for transport and travel. Some may not be eligible for Centrelink benefits or may not want to seek support within their own community. Mostly these people cannot meet basic essential needs.”

As a result, Travellers Aid Australia had to increase staffing and opening hours. “We are acutely aware that if we are not there to help with these basic needs then the situations of the homeless and unemployed are likely to worsen. 

“Our approach is to get people to a place of support, and to enable people to travel to do basic things such as food shopping, job interviews, and attending school.”

A strategic plan completed in 2008, which incorporated feedback from research, client and sector surveys, proved vital to Travellers Aid Australia’s ability to cope with this increased demand while remaining a viable organisation.

The plan provided the framework for the organisation to pro-actively communicate with clients and stakeholders and to seek partnerships with other not-for-profit organisations, government and the corporate sector.

“We also built the capacity and skills of our existing staff as a strategy to deal with the increased demand we faced as a result of the global financial crisis.”
Travellers Aid Australia also sought assistance from auditors to examine its financial viability, attended a workshop run by the Australian Government on the impacts of the global financial crisis and reviewed its investment mix as part of a range of measures taken to ensure the organisation was able to ride out the economic downturn.

Closer relationships with other complementary service organisations were also developed to ensure that travellers impacted by the global financial crisis had access to services that are outside its scope. This created opportunities for ongoing partnerships.

Lessons:

· A strong vision is a powerful tool in guiding an organisation including staff, volunteers and board.

· Share knowledge, learning and expertise with other not-for-profit organisations’s and share resources that have already been developed.

· The right mix of board members is important for reaching strategic goals.

· Accurate quantitative and qualitative data and the ability to interpret data not only helps with funding acquittals, but also gives valuable clues for future trends and when communicated adequately to stakeholders can attract important funding.

Queen Victoria Women’s Centre
Having the right mix of skills and experience on its board and staff helped the Queen Victoria Women’s Centre (QVWC) Trust to react quickly and effectively to the challenges of the economic downturn. The not-for-profit Trust provides information, support, resources and space for Victorian women and women’s organisations.
The QVWC reacted quickly to the pending economic downturn and remained active in doing everything possible to protect the organisation’s future and its ability to service its clients.

“As soon as the global financial crisis started to bite, our Trust began taking action. The value of our investments was particularly hard hit by the economic downturn and, as a relatively small organisation, the Trust was keen to make sure our revenue was protected as much as possible,” says former General Manager, Margaret Burdeu.

The Trust also decided to appoint a part-time accountant for the first time. This enabled a review of the organisation’s finances “to ensure we got the best value from all our resources. We have not had this sort of expertise on staff previously and we have realised how important it is, especially in the current economic climate.”

Like so many other community sector organisations, the Black Saturday bushfires had an impact on the QVWC. “We were hard hit by the diversion of donations from our programs as the Victorian community rallied to support the victims of the bushfires,” said Margaret.

However, the global financial crisis has also brought with it a welcome outcome – the rooms that the QVWC offers for use as meeting venues were more heavily booked as a result of external organisations, including government agencies, looking for lower cost meeting and function venues.

This increased revenue boosted the QVWC’s ability to achieve its vision of assisting women, particularly as research shows that women are the most affected by economic downturns. 

Increased demand led to the QVWC increasing the number of money management seminars offered to women. “Women trust us to give independent advice. We put on more seminars and they filled more quickly than we have known in the past.”

Lessons:

· Constantly go back to your vision and strategic objectives in order to “stick to core goals and expertise”: be really clear about what you do and don’t do.

· Look at every part of your organisation and think about how you can work better and more efficiently.

· Build partnerships when applying for grants as grant organisations respond favourably to multi-faceted applications.

· Attract people to the governance area of your organisation with the skills, knowledge and expertise needed to navigate difficult times.
Wire Women’s Information (Located In QVWC)
Being pro-active about investment and revenue strategies, while remaining consistent with organisational values and principles through the global financial crisis, WIRE – Women’s Information found new opportunities to support the ongoing funding for the free information, support and referrals it provides to Victorian women.

WIRE – Women’s Information Board members were already discussing strategies to maximise the organisation’s cash reserve and investment mix when the global financial crisis began to take effect, but the first signs of downturn made them realise they would have to act quickly.

Samiro Douglas, CEO, explains: “We had already been discussing options for a Term Deposit╔ then the interest rates started falling quickly and I knew we had to act. While we weren’t able to secure the special interest rate offered through our credit union three weeks earlier, our quick action enabled us to secure the best interest rate available for a short term deposit before the next rate drop.”

Determined not to lose any additional investment income, WIRE continued a pro-active short-term investment strategy seeking high returns – through secure financial institutions. “And we will continue with short-term options to maximise the interest we can earn. Without this quick action we would have lost more revenue than we did,” said Samiro.

The onset of the global financial crisis meant that the WIRE management and Board had to change to a more active financial management focus. “We had to think about our financial management strategies in different ways and act quickly to secure our investments and this also meant that the Board became more pro-active about income-generation strategies.” 

As with many other community sector organisations, the economic downturn led to WIRE looking at new options for income-generation.

“It focused us on thinking outside the square rather than concentrating on government or project funding as our only source of income. We have started to look at our own capacity to earn independent income which can then be used to support the delivery of our core services to women.”

Already a registered training organisation when the downturn began, WIRE has since increased the scope of its registration to extend its training delivery capacity. “This is very exciting and we will continue to explore increasing our training opportunities to increase our independent revenue.”

Lessons:

· Women’s organisations, along with individual women, need to become more confident about strengthening their own financial future outside of government funding.

· Be proactive about independent revenue either through investment or other options.

· Ensure any independent revenue strategy is still consistent with the organisation’s values and principles.

· Look outside the square. Inspiration and ideas can come from anywhere. The strategy to expand the delivery of external training came from a session with Business Victoria’s Skills for Growth consultants. This was focused on increasing the skills within the organisation, but during this session the “lightbulb” moment happened.
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