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Part I: The project
Introduction
The Australian Assistance Plan was an innovative, if short-lived, program of social
welfare reform that sought to reframe citizens’ participation in their communities.
Introduced by the Whitlam Labor Government on a pilot basis in 1973/74, it was
promoted as a national experiment in “People Power”, a way of getting “people together
to improve their community in the way they want”. 1 It had barely been established,
however, when Gough Whitlam was sacked in November 1975. The scheme was
subsequently abolished by the incoming conservative Fraser Government in 1977.
One of the first social welfare programs to be closely evaluated, the Australian Assistance
Plan was the subject of considerable commentary during and immediately after its
existence, much of it negative. In contrast to other major Whitlam Government initiatives,
however, it has attracted almost no scholarly analysis since the 1970s until recently. In
2015, work began on a three-year Australian Research Council funded study, ‘Bold
Experiment: An Historical Evaluation of the Australian Assistance Plan’ (DP150103022)
by Chief Investigators Professor Melanie Oppenheimer (Chair of History, Flinders
University), Professor Erik Eklund (Professor of History, Federation University), and
Professor Joanne Scott (Pro-Vice Chancellor, Engagement, University of the Sunshine
Coast).
The oral history is one of three core components of this ARC-funded study. Its aim is to
record the thoughts and experiences of a range of individuals who were involved at all
levels of the AAP including bureaucrats, volunteers, paid staff, community activists and
contemporary academics.

1

Social Welfare Commission, People Power: Australian Assistance Plan (Canberra: Australian
Government Publishing Service, 1975), p. 1.
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AAP: Memory and History Symposium, December 2016
Our connections with individuals who subsequently agreed to be interviewed commenced
almost from the outset, during the period when we focused on discovering and exploring
the rich array of archival materials located in national, state and university archives and
libraries as well as materials in private hands.
On 13 December 2016, we held a one-day symposium at the Whitlam Institute at the
University of Western Sydney’s Parramatta campus. Jointly sponsored by Flinders
University and the Whitlam Institute (led by Professor Anna Yeatman and then Director,
Eric Sidoti), it was attended by 15 people, including our team, academic colleagues, and,
most importantly, seven individuals who had been involved with the AAP.
They were: Marie Coleman (former chairman of the Social Welfare Commission);
Professor Adam Graycar (an evaluator of the AAP); Sue Vardon (who as a young social
worker for the Wagga Wagga City Council was instrumental in setting up the Riverina
Regional Council for Social Development); Carmel Daveson (social planner, Mackay
Regional Council for Social Development, Qld); Professor Andrew Jakubowicz (founder
of the Inner Sydney Regional Council for Social Development); Sue Hellyer (social
planner, Hunter Regional Council for Social Development) and Professor Tony Vinson
(NSW academic and policy innovator).
Other participants included: Eric Sidoti (Director, Whitlam Institute), Professor Anna
Yeatman (Professorial Fellow, Whitlam Institute), Whitlam’s biographer Professor Jenny
Hocking (Monash University), and Associate Professor Michelle Arrow (Macquarie
University).
The day began with a ‘trip down memory lane’: the screening of a clip from the 1974
AAP film, ‘A Say in Your Community’ (which starred a young Sue Hellyer and Tony
Vinson). Our invited speakers then spoke about their involvement in the AAP and how it
influenced their lives and careers. This was followed by questions and a round-table
discussion led by the project’s chief investigators. Informal discussions continued during
breaks, over dinner that night and at breakfast the following morning.
The symposium allowed individuals, some of whom had never met or had not seen each
other since the 1970s, to share and compare their recollections of the AAP, with each
6

recollection encouraging other memories of the period. The discussions also provided
valuable insights into the program’s success in different regions, provoking a wideranging discussion on the merits and challenges of the AAP, and, importantly, its legacy.
Overall, the day provided an important and valuable launching pad for our oral history
project.

L-R: Andrew Jakubowicz, Carolyn Collins, Sue Vardon, Marie Coleman, Eric Sidoti,
Joanne Hocking, Erik Eklund, Michelle Arrow, Melanie Oppenheimer, Sue Hellyer,
Adam Graycar, Anna Yeatman, Carmel Daveson, Joanne Scott. (Absent: Tony Vinson)

Carmel Daveson, Marie Coleman &
Sue Hellyer

Sue Vardon, Adam Graycar &
Tony Vinson
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Oral History Project
Following the symposium, we began locating and contacting other individuals who had
been involved in the AAP. While high profile individuals like Marie Coleman had been
asked questions about the AAP on numerous occasions, for others our interest in the AAP
came after decades of near silence. Many were surprised to hear from us, to say the least.
After being contacted by our team, one former Melbourne community development
officer replied: ‘This is an email I never imagined I would get!’
We began interviewing in February 2017. Over the next six months, 55 individuals shared
their memories and thoughts with us. The geographic reach of our interviews
encompassed seven states and territories in Australia and 16 AAP regions. One interview
was also conducted via telephone with a former AAP evaluator living in Canada.
Those interviewed included bureaucrats involved in the development and administration
of the scheme; evaluators and contemporary academics; volunteers involved in the
establishment of the Regional Councils for Social Developments (RCSDs) in their
communities; community activists; recipients of AAP grants; and former RCSD
employees (social planners and community development officers).
We also conducted individual interviews with six of our symposium speakers. In
February 2017, we were saddened, along with his many friends and colleagues, to learn
of the death of Professor Tony Vinson.

Archives
The recordings and transcripts from the AAP oral history collection, along with archives
collected or donated to the project, will be housed in the Flinders University Library
Special Collections. They will be available to other researchers, subject to any conditions
stipulated by the interviewees on their permission forms. 2 The donation of project
materials to Flinders University acknowledges the long connection of university students
and staff, such as Professor Adam Graycar, with the AAP, and with social justice and
social welfare policy research. The Library also holds the Graycar Collection along with
the papers of former SA premiers Don Dunstan and John Bannon.

2

Ethics was approved through the University of the Sunshine Coast in 2015, HREC: A/15/695.
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AHA Newcastle 2017
Preliminary findings from the AAP oral history project were presented to the Australian
Historical Association’s 36th Annual Conference, ‘Entangled Histories’, held in
Newcastle from 3-7 July 2017. Three papers on different aspects of the team’s research
were presented by Professor Melanie Oppenheimer, Professor Erik Eklund and Dr
Carolyn Collins as part of a special panel focussing on the Australian Assistance Plan.
The oral history paper, ‘Key Protagonists and Conflicting Views: Oral Histories and the
AAP’, provided an outline of the project’s aims and its progress to date.

Whitlam, Welfare and the World: Oral Histories of the AAP 2018
To mark the conclusion of the oral
history component, a function was
held at Flinders University on 16
March 2018 where chief investigators
Professor Melanie Oppenheimer and
Professor Erik Eklund reflected on the
project’s outcomes. More than 50
people attended the event, entitled
‘Whitlam, Welfare and the World:
Erik Eklund, Sue Vardon & Melanie Oppenheimer

Oral Histories of the AAP’, which

included an audio-visual presentation featuring excerpts from some of the interviews.
Following this, Professor Oppenheimer presented materials from the project to Flinders
University Library Special Collections Librarian, Pixie Stardust.
The event also celebrated the launch of the edited collection, The State of Welfare:
Comparative Studies of the Welfare State at the End of the Long Boom, 1965-1980.
Edited by Professors Erik Eklund, Melanie Oppenheimer and Joanne Scott, the book
included case studies from Ireland, New Zealand, Canada, the Federal Republic of
Germany, Sweden and Britain, as well as a chapter on the AAP in Australia. It was
launched by Sue Vardon AO, who reflected on her own involvement in the AAP during
the early 1970s.
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Part II: The Voices
As social historian Paul Thompson notes, “reality is complex and many-sided, and it is a
primary merit of oral history that to a great extent it allows for a multiplicity of
standpoints to be created”. 3 From the outset of our project we anticipated a rich and
diverse oral history component. Just as the AAP itself emphasised the diversity of
communities and their priorities, we were particularly interested in the extent to which
individuals’ experiences of the AAP were similar or different. Unsurprisingly, given the
range of reactions to the AAP during and immediately after its existence, our oral history
narrators have provided us with a wealth of sometimes contradictory understandings of
the AAP, why it did or did not matter, what it did or did not achieve, its impact and its
legacies. This added depth to our broader historical analysis of the AAP.
This section will briefly outline the methodology used in the study before presenting a
‘collage’ of some of our interviews, and a brief exploration of some of the major themes
that emerged from the project.

Methodology
We employed a qualitative study design, undertaking semi-structured interviews.
Individuals were all asked a range of questions about their background, how they had
become involved in the AAP, about their roles, as well as their thoughts on any legacies
resulting from the scheme – physical, institutional or personal. Through this process of
active self-reflection, we sought to discover, as noted Italian oral historian Alessandro
Portelli neatly sums up, “not just what people did, but what they wanted to do, what they
believed they were doing and what they now think they did”.4 In this way, our oral history
interviews provided “a conduit to the meaning” of the AAP to the people involved.5
In recognition that oral history is a “collaborative endeavour” between the interviewer
and the respondent, the semi-formal structure allowed our interviewees to have agency
and capacity to determine the direction of the interview with a minimum of interjections.

Paul Thompson, ‘The Voice of the Past: Oral History’ in The Oral History Reader, eds Robert Perks
and Alistair Thomson, London: Routledge, 2016, p. 36.
4
Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral
History, Albany, NY: State University of NY Press, 1990, p. 50.
5
Lynn Abrams, Oral History Theory, London: Routledge, 2016, p. 22
3
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In analysing responses, the fallibility of memory and its ability to change over time or to
be ‘infected’ by external influences were taken into account and, where possible, specific
events referred to during interviews were cross-referenced with archival sources. In some
cases, interviewees referred to material archives, like newspaper clippings, newsletters
or other personal archival material, to ‘jog’ their memories.
Unlike much of the Whitlam period, where a strong collective memory exists and is
regularly revisited – most recently with the passing of Gough Whitlam in October 2014
and Malcolm Fraser in March 2015 – the relative silence of the AAP in the ensuing
decades lent a freshness to the AAP oral history collection. Many of those interviewed
were recalling events they had rarely, if ever, discussed during the intervening four
decades. This makes the oral histories particularly rich and important.

The Interviews
The following section includes excerpts from a selection of our oral history collection.

Backgrounds
The oral histories reinforced archival sources regarding the diversity of those involved in
the AAP, particularly among those employed in the regional councils as social planners
and community development officers. The social planners interviewed ranged from
young graduates from a variety of fields (including town planning, social work and
engineering) embarking on their first ‘real’ jobs, a doctor’s wife, public servants and a
minister of religion. Community Development Officers (CDOs) were an even more
diverse group and ranged from new graduates and local activists to retired police officers,
young mothers, and former school teachers.
Many told us that their involvement with the AAP had a major impact on their future
career directions. Tony McBride, for example, was a British computer programmer who
came to Australia looking for adventure and stayed. For him, the AAP provided “a minute
window” that allowed him to get a job as a CDO – and into the field he wanted to be in
– without any qualifications or previous experience. He went on to make a career out of
community development in the health field.
A common thread among many interviewees was a background in student activism,
particularly against the Vietnam War. Many spoke of being caught up in the excitement
11

of the Whitlam era and the possibilities of contributing to real change. Paul Van Reyk,
who was a recent social work graduate when he embarked on his job as a CDO with the
Hunter RCSD recalled:
From all of us it was great excitement because there was this promise of a
program that looked to be putting in place social justice principles but in a
community development way and seemed to be a place through which, I
guess, a lot of the kind of activism that people had been doing could be
focused. You know, it could address poverty, unemployment, housing, there
were all those sorts of potential for it. The fact it was a national program also
meant that there was the possibility for a national agenda so influencing not
just state policy and local policy but also national level policy. So, they were
the kinds of hopes, I guess, that we had.
According to several of our interviewees, however, this early optimism was frequently
tempered by on-the-job realities.

Origin stories
We had hoped that the oral histories would clear up the ‘origin story’ of the AAP, a
concept first raised publicly by Whitlam in 1969, while still in opposition. Where had the
idea initially come from? Had it been inspired by overseas initiatives, perhaps the
similarly named Canada Assistance Plan? Or had it been modelled on programs closer to
home like the Geelong Community Chest? 6 In one sense, the oral histories further
complicated the story with former senior bureaucrats and policy makers unable to
definitively pinpoint the AAP’s origins; yet at the same time their recollections added
nuanced layers to our understanding of the scheme and the policy environment of the
period. Cross referencing the oral histories with our archival research, including some
sourced from Canadian archives, we were able to make links between the development
of social policy in Australia and the rest of the world.

Oppenheimer, M.N., Collins, C. & Eklund, E. ‘The Australian Assistance Plan and the Canadian
Connection: Origins and Legacies’, Australian Historical Studies, 2018
https://doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2018.1470192.
6
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Our interviews with former bureaucrats from the Department of Social Security and the
Social Welfare Commission also painted a vivid picture for us of the energy – and chaos
– of the period after Whitlam’s election and the sense of urgency to push through
measures that would bring about real change at a community level. “In the early heady
days, it was all go, go. That relates to the Whitlam Government as well as the
Commission,” recalled Brian Luby, a department staffer seconded as acting secretary of
the SWC when it was first established.
Marie Coleman, chair of the Social Welfare Commission (SWC), and the first woman to
be appointed to head a government bureaucracy, spoke about the AAP in the context of
the times:
That was a period, if you think of the 60s, of immense social ferment and a
sense that … you know there had been fights about conscription, there were
the fights about being in the Vietnam War, there was disillusion all the way
around. And … so people were very tired, I think, of the conservative parties
and not much sense that they could influence much that was going on. So,
this community movement stuff was about trying to take over in some way
and have some control over what happened in your community and we sort
of were part of that, rather than … we had not invented it … I keep on using
the word, the zeitgeist, that is what it was and we were trying to give that
some form.
David Hall, who worked for the Department and the SWC, also remembered “the social
fervour of those years and the determination to do things differently”:
There was nothing courageous about [the AAP], it was in fact probably a
very ill-conceived plan in a political sense but it was a very, very exciting
attempt to rethink four things: community participation or citizen
participation in decision-making, community and community identity and
community development, regional progress and Commonwealth-State-Local
relationships.
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Hayden Raysmith, a Victorian social worker who had been seconded from VCOSS to
work on an earlier social planning exercise, the Geelong Community Chest, that inspired
many aspects of Whitlam’s plan, described the AAP as “the right thing for the right time”:
Community development and social planning were just specs on the horizon
and there were ideas swirling around and there were ideas manifesting
themselves in other countries, not only in developed countries, in developing
countries as well, and it was time for Australia to embrace that and the AAP
gave us a structure, resources and an opportunity to embrace those emerging
concepts and movements.

Regional Councils for Social Developments (RCSDs)
The AAP was originally designed as a ‘research experiment’ limited to one fully-funded
Regional Council for Social Development in each state. But it proved so popular that by
the end of the first year there were 30 such bodies across Australia, at various stages of
formation. Most only received funding to set up a council and employ staff. Only a
handful ever reached the stage of capitation funding that they could allocate to
community groups. The regional councils were set up by community members and
depended on the hard work and enthusiasm of volunteers. Solicitor Bob Weatherly, who
helped found the Albury-Wodonga RCSD, recalled:
You only had to put your hand up and you got a job and I got into social
welfare or welfare with the blue rinse set who were running a community
service centre there … to cut a long story short, I became aware of the
Australian Assistance Plan and with the magistrate and chief medical officer,
we held a public meeting. To my dismay the magistrate and the chief medical
officer bailed out … and I was the last man standing ...
But he embraced the concept of the AAP:
As I understood it, we were to run a program in little niche position, filling
in gaps from local things that weren’t supervised or assisted by local
government. Local government, for instance, they were roads, bricks and
mortar and not too much intellectual input and they weren’t going to look
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after the broken-down tennis court down the Kiewa Valley or whatever and
so this was this niche movement.
Sue Vardon, then a young social worker employed by the Wagga Wagga City Council
recalled receiving a phone call from Marie Coleman:
There was this orange booklet, I remember, and I was reading as she rang.
And I thought that was very strange. She wasn’t mucking around. She said,
‘have you got the book in front of you and do you want a quarter of a million
dollars?’ And you can imagine a quarter of a million dollars in those days
was an awful lot of money and I thought, oh yes, I’ll have a quarter of a
million dollars.
Vardon enlisted the help of Wagga mayor Dick Gorman and Tom Fallon, who worked in
the Wagga office of the NSW Department of Child and Social Welfare. Fallon recalled:
Sue said, ‘Tom, I’ve just had a phone call from Canberra and we have a
quarter of a million dollars for the community and for the region and do you
want to get on board and be involved?’ And, I said, ‘yes, there are a lot of
things we need’ and it kicked off from there. Sue and I had a meeting and she
was on the same wave-length as me about services, the dearth of services in
the community and in the region. And the region was quite big. The Riverina
region was quite wide and so we got our heads together and decided, let’s
pursue this and see where it goes.
In Melbourne, John Zeleznikow was doing a PhD in Maths and looking to broaden his
resume. Already active in the Labor party and the Australian Jewish Welfare and Relief
Society, he was elected secretary of the Southern RCSD. It was, he says, “an incredibly
mixed group of people from different ethnic backgrounds, from different political
backgrounds, social backgrounds but seeing some opportunities to get some action
going”.
The secretary of the South West Sydney RCSD, Howard Wallace, was the deputy town
clerk of one of the local councils. With local minister Eric Stevenson, he helped draft the
initial submission to the SWC seeking inclusion as a pilot program. He recalled:
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I was largely involved on the setting up of it, the management of it and the
accounting so that all the systems were in place and it worked very well,
really … That’s where a lot of them go wrong [if] it’s just not on business
lines and it really has to be. It’s public money, you can’t keep it in a paper
bag somewhere. So, it was very important and I was very interested in it. I’d
always been a bit social minded so it suited me as well.

Social planners
One of the first tasks of the regional councils was to appoint a social planner who was
also the ‘CEO’ of the organisation. Trouble was, not many knew what a social planner
did. In Melbourne, new graduate Bruce Hartnett had an undergraduate degree in
engineering from the University of Melbourne and a post-graduate degree in town
planning from the UK. His thesis on London’s family squatting movement impressed
members of the Western RCSD. He recalled:
Because I had done that people thought I had the right characteristics to be
a social planner, not that anyone knew what social planning was … people
thought I organised weddings and funerals.
Recruitment varied from place to place. Stephen Millard recalled the vagueness of the
advertisement for the social planner’s job in Albury-Wodonga which sought “a person
with proven administrative ability with some interest in welfare work”.7 It subsequently
attracted 39 applicants “ranging from disgruntled school teachers to ex-Catholic priests”.8
Millard, a former student activist with an honours degree in political science from the
University of Melbourne, was the only applicant with tertiary qualifications.
Hartnett’s ‘recruitment’ to the Western RCSD was less formal. After returning from
overseas, he became involved with the ALP where he met Colin Benjamin “one of the
major thinkers in social welfare policy areas of that time” and through him Ian Mill, high
school principal and Mayor of Sunshine Council in Melbourne’s west who was also
president of the RCSD. Apparently liking what he saw, Mill told Hartnett to apply for the

‘Advertisement for social planner for Albury-Wodonga RCSD’, 1974.
Stephen Millard, ‘Maximum Feasible Resistance: The Australian Assistance Plan in Albury-Wodonga’,
Thesis [Masters], University of Melbourne, 1978, p. 110.
7
8
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social planner’s job that was to be advertised in the Age that Saturday. “I was expecting
to see some sort of block ad and I searched all through the paper [but] I couldn’t find it,”
Harnett recalled. He was then directed to a particular page:
It was a three-line ad between brickie’s labourers and electricians and it had
‘social planner, Western Region Council for Social Development’ and a
phone number and not much more. I was, in fact, the only applicant … but
that was intentional.
Carmel Daveson was a doctor’s wife with three children living in Mackay. Although she
had a social welfare degree, she had never heard of social planning:
What I thought I was applying for was the opportunity to work with people
across the region, to throw up a regional structure so that people could have
a say … I had no idea what social planning was but I believed strongly that
people given access to resources human resources, where they could be
brought together, by like my job, could make a difference.
The Inner Sydney RCSD was established by resident action groups who were highly
suspicious of ‘planners’. Colin Menzies, an engineering graduate and local activist, was
instead given the title ‘executive officer’:
They didn’t like the notion of social planning, that was a bit over the top for
the resident action groups …they were wary of social planners because most
of their problems were caused by planners and social planning wasn’t really
a known title back then.
Wendy Bell studied architecture in Australia and then went to Scotland to study town
planning before returning to Australia and joining the Albury-Wodonga RCSD after
Millard’s departure. She recalled:
I worked in a Scottish new town called Livingston and my role was initially
to plan recreation facilities for this new town so I became really conscious of
the lack of engagement of communities and planning for social infrastructure
where there were no established networks and communities.
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My late husband and I came back to Australia to a job that he had got in
Albury-Wodonga … Somebody suggested I apply for this position. I had never
heard of the term social development before, had no idea what it was about,
went to the interview and sitting in the waiting room, waiting for the
interview, I picked up a leaflet and read it and it just made sense to me. It
was about the AAP.
Eric Stevenson was a Methodist chaplain and became the director of the first mental
health community service based in Marrickville, Sydney, charged with helping former
patients transition into the wider community. As part of that job, he set up a Community
Advice Committee, with representatives from the local council and community. Then
they heard about the AAP and applied to become a regional council. Stevenson was
impressed by the AAP’s potential:
I thought it was a good idea because it was going to help us with what we
were struggling to do for the mental health services, that is to give people a
better life and the way to do it, of course, is to help those people … who are
stressed and in need. We then, of course, were able to expand our endeavours
into all sorts of areas that you wouldn’t have dreamed of because people who
had been struggling to do the same thing in their own way, in their own
profession or with their own particular community interest, were able to do
it now because they had the money to do it.
Bill De Maria was one of the more experienced appointments. He had been working in a
similar position at the Bankstown Municipal Council before being lured to Wagga Wagga
and the Riverina RCSD. Asked what attracted him to the AAP job, he replied:
Oh, the freshness of it, the boldness. It was typical Whitlam. That era is still
to me the belle époque of welfare in Australia. It even outshines the other
belle époque, which was the Chifley period when they were writing the
Australian version of the Beveridge report. They were writing all that into
law, the unemployment benefits, sickness benefits, that sort of thing. It was
bold, not well thought out and doomed to fail. And that’s Whitlam and that’s
the whole period.
18

John Tomlinson was a social worker employed by the Department of Social Security in
Darwin when he was seconded to the job of social planner for the yet to be established
RCSD in that city. With a reputation for being somewhat of a renegade, he had recently
been demoted for his involvement in returning, against the department’s policy, an
Aboriginal girl to her father. He recalled:
So, I think they were looking for an opportunity to give me the heave-o and
so, suddenly, I was social planner. And there probably wasn’t anyone else in
Darwin who could have done it.
He considered the AAP “a brilliant idea” because “it gave local people the opportunity
to do what they wanted, autonomy, those sorts of things”.

Community Development Officers
The regional councils were also given funding to employ Community Development
Officers who worked directly with the community groups at the grassroots. Most were
responsible for set geographic areas but some were given portfolios. In Melbourne’s
Western RCSD, CDO Lynne Wannan was in charge of child care.
I worked with this amazing mother down in Werribee … she lived at the last
house with the paddocks and everything all behind her and it was so isolating
and barren and flat. Anyway, she had a couple of little children and she had
begun to try and get something. She was looking at if she could have
playgroups somewhere. So, I met her, probably through an infant welfare
sister. And she and I became such a strong team and got other women around
us and with her we got a neighbourhood house up and running and a child
care centre up and running and she worked then really closely with the
council. It was all very, very exciting and they’re still there, those services.
Wannan said CDOs were ‘catalysts’ who could help local groups put together funding
applications:
It wouldn’t have happened without that person taking – having that catalyst
who could get to communities – because they would never know there was
funding. They wouldn’t have had the faintest idea how to put a submission in.
19

Jill Herberte was a CDO in the Riverina RCSD towards the end of the AAP. It was her
first job. She recalled:
It was about sitting in dusty halls on little chairs and talking to people about
what is it that is missing? And what do you need? We were very lucky in those
days and for a long period if you got organised and got local people focussed,
you could get money for a neighbourhood centre … I think there is still a
neighbourhood centre in Cootamundra and that would have been set up with
those initial grants.
In Albury-Wodonga, CDO Marie Lee identified an opportunity to apply for state funding
to set up a badly needed family daycare service in her region, but not everyone was
convinced. She recalled:
It was advertised locally, the NSW government did it, and I asked the local
town clerk about this and he said, ‘oh, we are not interested in that’. He was
a bachelor and I said, ‘well, we need it’ and he said, ‘well, you go ahead and
do it’. So, I did and then I actually had to stage a sit-in in his office to get him
to sign a letter to accompany the proposal. [He said] ‘I haven’t got time,
look, I haven’t got time, come back next week’. I said, ‘but it closes in two
days’ time, it has to go in the mail today’ … I said, ‘I am not leaving this
office until you do’.
After graduating with a social work degree in Sydney, Jane McCrossin was employed as
a CDO at the Fitzroy RCSD, based in Rockhampton.
That was my first real proper job and I just absolutely loved it. I had a little
yellow Datsun 140Y or 120Y or whatever it was and the region was an eighthour drive inland and up to, I can’t quite remember, but a really huge area
that required a lot of driving to get around …
We had an office in Rockhampton and I just remember we had one of the very
early photocopiers which we thought was absolutely fabulous but it used to
regularly catch on fire. You’d try to do minutes for meetings and the whole
thing would have flames leaping out of it.
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With the social planner Ron Brown, McCrossin helped put in place a scheme to assist
young school leavers at a time when youth unemployment was rapidly rising. The
SLUMP scheme, as it was called, was subsequently adapted by the federal government.
McCrossin was devastated when the AAP ended:
All in all, I think it was a highly successful program. I think it really got the
money out to where it was needed and it wasn’t determined by bureaucrats
in Canberra or Sydney or wherever, Brisbane. It was really the local people
making the decision about what they wanted funding for and then because
they had a sense of ownership they were more than willing to manage things
properly and put in lots of volunteer hours. It was just really good in terms
of building a community spirit in some of these little areas that might only
have two or three houses and a petrol station or something but then they
would know all the people on the outlying properties and get them together.
It had many spinoffs, positive spinoffs.
Trained nurse Maureen Boaler was employed as a CDO at the Southern RCSD in
Melbourne.
Because we were so early in our development at the end when Fraser cut the
funding, we never got as far as funding community groups; however, we did
do a lot of work with a lot of organisations. We worked with them in terms of
getting them established, helping them learn to run the organisation, focusing
on other sources of funding for them. With my own case, I was involved with
a push for a women’s shelter, I worked with a disability group, I continued
to work with some of the single mother children services type projects that
people were trying to draw a focus to in the region so I was able to at least
know that I was giving people the skills to continue to take over the roles for
themselves and continuing to push for their needs for funding whether or not
we continued.
In the Hunter Valley, however, Paul Van Reyk found his time as a CDO dispiriting:
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I was in my first job, I think I was struggling to try and work out what to do.
I was probably having a nice time, because I’d finished uni and this was
almost like a gap year out in the country with a bit of income coming in, not
a lot, but hey … I read a lot of books sitting at my desk. Every now and again
someone would say ‘Paul, would you like to come and address our group?’
And I’d go to the group and I’d say what the AAP was about … ‘and soon
funding will come’. And they’d all go, ‘oh great, we’ve got some ideas for the
funding’ and the funding never came. So, there is only so many times you can
go to people and say, ‘the funding is coming, let’s start thinking about the
plan’ …

Complexities:
The oral histories emphasised the fact that the AAP experience was not homogenous.
Experiences varied from group to group, region to region, and even among individuals
doing the same job for the same organisation. To a certain extent, that was evident from
the archives but the interviews revealed an extra layer of complexity to this, reminding
us of the importance of local history, geography, events and politics in moulding the AAP
experience at the local level.

Geography and Natural Disasters
Many of those who worked in rural areas spoke of the huge distances that had to travel
to attend long meetings, mostly after hours.
No one had more ground to cover than social planner Graham Schlecht. The smallest of
the regional councils, population wise, the Katherine RCSD was the largest in area: “We
only had about 12,000 people in the region in about 100,000 square miles,” he said. “I
spent the first three months doing nothing else but visiting everyone and anyone”.
Carmel Daveson, in Mackay, north Queensland, also spent months traveling to every tiny
settlement in her region, often with her young family. “We tramped the place and found
the people,” she recalled, explaining how her husband would look after the kids in a local
motel while she and her staff “had our little gatherings under trees, in one teacher schools,
halls, wherever [the people were]”. She recalled:
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I walked the streets, I went under cars, I went into the news agencies. You see
a good community development worker knows that the hairdressers, the
newsagents and publicans, apart from doctors who won’t tell you anything,
they’re the three people that know what goes on in a town. So, I headed off. I
even arranged to have my hair washed so that I could talk to a hairdresser.
Natural disasters also coincided with the roll-out of the AAP. The devastating 1974 floods
in Brisbane hampered efforts to establish RCSDs in Brisbane. In Darwin, a RCSD was
in the early stages of being formed when Cyclone Tracy hit. In the months that followed,
efforts concentrated on finding shelter for those left homeless. Sometimes paperwork was
overlooked. John Tomlinson recalled receiving notification that he had about a week to
spend more than $30,000 in AAP funds or they would have to be returned to the
Commonwealth. So he and his team went on a spending spree:
Now, we’d also set up playgroups for the people whose houses had been
destroyed so that the mothers and kids could meet somewhere in various parts
of Darwin. So, our office was stuffed with fucking teddy bears, buddy ride-on
things, you know? And I think, let’s say it was $33,000 – I’d spent $35,000
by the time the deadline had gone and then we had to cancel certain cheques.

Opposition to the AAP
Some state governments saw the AAP as an attack on their rights. Victoria led an
unsuccessful High Court challenge. In Queensland, Premier Joh Bjelke-Petersen just
hated anything Whitlam. Marie Coleman told us how, shortly after her appointment, she
embarked on a series of formal visits to each state to talk with ministers and senior
officers in relevant portfolios. In Queensland, however, there had to be Cabinet decision
as to whether or not anybody would be allowed to meet her.
In the end she was, in her words, “treated to a superbly organised and elegant morning
tea by the head of the public service board” but saw no ministers or senior department
staff at all. Later that evening, there was a tap on her hotel door and in came the nervous
head of the child welfare department pleading, “don’t let anyone know I’ve come to see
you …”
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The situation was further complicated in Brisbane by the City Council – a mega structure
run by a very powerful Labor mayor, Clem Jones, who also thought he should be running
the AAP, along with the airport and every other major project in the area. Ultimately,
the AAP ended before any regional council could be set up in Brisbane although several
Community Development Officers were employed there. The few archival documents
we had suggested the AAP had been a non-event in Brisbane. However, in interviews
with two of the CDOs and Anthony Kelly, the former head of the Queensland Council of
Social Service, who oversaw the final stages of the AAP, it became clear that despite
these issues, they managed to do some interesting and important work there – and
achieved some enduring outcomes, including the founding of the 139 Club, a drop-in
centre for the homeless in Brisbane, which still exists today.
Ron Brown, who was employed as a state children’s officer in Mackay when the AAP
was announced, was warned by his employers not to have anything to do with the federal
plan. He subsequently quit his job to become social planner in Rockhampton despite
being told he would never get a job in Queensland again. He recalled:
I surely had to resign that to take on the social planning and certainly the
state government was not happy that I was involved in such a radical plan
and I was told in no uncertain terms that if I did resign, I wouldn’t be welcome
back so I knew I was burning my bridges but I was young, I was very lucky
that my wife and family supported me following my dream but I think back
now and I’m not so sure with the wisdom of hindsight that I would have been
quite as courageous but I’m glad I was.
Ron Brown’s punt on joining the AAP paid off. After the AAP ended, he became head
of the Department of Social Security in the Northern Territory (and later SA, Tasmania
and NSW), chief executive of SBS and secretary of the Department of Immigration.

Local politics
In regions with large pockets of conservative voters, local residents were often suspicious
of Whitlam’s programs. RCSD staff who hailed from the city, and often more radical
backgrounds, sometimes found it difficult to integrate into regional and rural areas.
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Stephen Millard, who had been chief of staff of Farrago, the University of Melbourne’s
student newspaper, at the height of the anti-Vietnam protests thought it would be “an
adventure to go and live in the country” but, as he recalled,
having been brought up in quite a left-wing bubbling Victoria and student
politics during the Vietnam War and so forth, it was quite a shock to end up
in a predominately Country Party area where most people you met didn’t
share your views and I had to learn to keep my mouth shut and be diplomatic.
Even the president of the Albury-Wodonga RCSD, solicitor Bob Weatherly was surprised
by the pocket of resistance he encountered in his region among those who viewed the
AAP as a socialist program. Further complicating matters in Albury-Wodonga was an
earlier Whitlam Government announcement of its intention to fund a growth centre in the
region as part of its decentralisation program, which many residents were uneasy about.
Weatherly recalled:
I had almost a continual battle with one of the councillors in Wodonga and
some of the cattle breeders down in the Kiewa Valley. I think there was a
League of Rights movement down there, I’m not too sure, but they made
things very difficult for me at meetings. One of them thought it was a straight
out communist activity and then they fell back on the local government. Why
do we need this when we have got the councils?
Richard Milosh, recruited from Sydney where he had been working in town planning to
the Northern Spencer Gulf RCSD, recalled the culture shock of living in Port Augusta,
the pressure to produce a report for each RCSD meeting, and the huge distances covered
by his region.
I was getting good money for doing this job so I felt responsible to do
something. It didn’t take long for issues to come in terms of group X wanting
financial help to do something, group C wanting something else, group Z
wanting this and that, and so I tried to navigate whatever was available in
terms of funding because we didn’t have funding for helping these people.
It’s amazing. The Federal Government, the then Department of Social
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Security, set us up but they didn’t give us money to do anything apart from
employing us … but we were sort of catalysts for getting people organising,
getting them together and doing something and the Community Development
Officers at the time were helpful in that.
When social planner Graham Schlecht moved from Brisbane to Katherine with his young
family, he found the committee that had hired him had been replaced in a ‘takeover’ by
the local Country Liberal Party who were opposed, on principle, to the AAP. He recalled:
They saw it as a communist plot and were very suspicious and they stacked
the AGM ... so I came to what was probably a reasonably hostile group who
had no idea what [the AAP] was all about.
It took time, and a great deal of effort, but Schlecht and his team eventually won over
board members who, when AAP funding was abolished, successfully mounted a
campaign to enable the Katherine RCSD to continue to operate.
Ron Brown had to contend with rivalries between the residents of two major towns in the
Fitzroy region. It did not help that the SWC made an administrative error, funding the
Gladstone Area Social Development Board as ‘the head of the region’ despite telling a
Rockhampton group that the AAP was going to be headquartered there. Brown spent the
first year living in Gladstone before moving to Rockhampton when the issue was finally
resolved.
Dealing with hostile local governments also made life difficult for some regional council
members and their employees. Others were very supportive of the AAP. The most
successful RCSDs were able to include local government representatives but, according
to Ron Brown, it was sometimes “a delicate balancing act between being inclusive and
not giving them too much power”.
In western Melbourne, Bruce Hartnett did not have this problem. In contrast to other
areas, there was already a high level of cooperation – and an existing sense of regional
identity – between the nine councils covered by Western RCSD. They were already
collaborating on economic development activities to improve ‘the deprived west’ before
the AAP and saw the scheme as another vehicle by which this could be achieved. The
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Mayor of Sunshine Council, Ian Mill, a member of the communist party, became
president of the RCSD – and a strong advocate for the AAP. Unlike most other RCSDs,
especially those outside of inner urban areas, the Western RCSD also had strong
representation from both sides of politics, the trade union movement, and ethnic
communities. “The council was very broad-based both in its politics and its ethnic
compositions,” Hartnett recalled. “It panned the ultra-right Croatian community through
to moderate centrist Liberal party people right through to the left, to the people who had
involvement in the Italian communist party.”
In Wagga, Bill De Maria encountered “ideological” differences with those on the RCSD
board, and among his own staff. Towards the end of the AAP, two staff members were
sacked and then re-employed after a public campaign. De Maria also fell out of favour
with some of the board members, but successfully fought off his own dismissal with
assistance from a lawyer friend.
Forty years later, De Maria believed that he had been too young for the job, had not
understood the power structure of regional areas, and had not received enough training
or support from the SWC, which might have helped him to better deal with difficult
situations and conflict. He reflected:
They should never have appointed me … I was too young for that job. They
should have got someone with country experience … I came in with a city
concept of change and I was working with people who had a rural concept of
change and they had to be respected and I didn’t respect their clock.
Millard had similar problems in Albury-Wodonga and ultimately left. He believes his
efforts were stymied by the “welfare elite” who were not interested in sharing the power
with new people. He reflected:
The voluntary sector was really controlled by the blue rinse set … their
motives were nothing much to do with helping people, it was about power for
themselves, something to do, and they weren’t going to let anyone else have
access to their contacts, their networks.
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Capitation funding
Only a handful of RCSDs reached the stage of receiving capitation funding to allocate to
local projects. But not all applications from local groups met the social welfare criteria
of the SWC. Ron Brown remembers one proposal to fund a piano for a community centre
that became “a bit of a cause célèbre”. “It was a test,” he recalled. “The local shire was
saying ‘are you going to listen to what we want or are you going to tell us what we want’.”
After weeks of heated negotiations, the SWC agreed. While Brown as never “totally
comfortable” with the decision, it was an interesting lesson in ‘people power’:
Occasionally you had to fund things that you may not have thought were top
priority in your scheme of things, but community development isn’t only
about empowering relatively weak or uninformed groups to be able to get
what it is that they want or need, it’s about a wider group of people having
input into the sort of community they get.
Other councils also battled with notions that the capitation funds were there to fund
maintenance of infrastructure, like local halls, or to fund existing groups and programs.
While the argument was made that local halls were “important intersections for people”,
De Maria worried that “money was not going into new experimental fresh projects”.
Often, however, it was a case of give and take: funding items like pianos and spinning
wheels was an opportunity for an RCSD to establish its bona fides, especially in
conservative rural areas, and to buy “a couple of credit points” that, in the Riverina’s
case, allowed “us to proceed into more controversial areas, particularly emergency
accommodation, drug rehabilitation, refuges for women”.
In Western RCSD, the funds were deliberately “spread thin and wide” to ensure as many
as possible shared in the benefits. Its leadership also “squirreled” money away,
safeguarding the council’s future by buying buildings, including one for the council itself.
“We always had a sense that this was fragile,” Harnett said.
We thought this was a bold and new experiment and, as with lots of bold and
new social experiments, it may well have a short life. So, we sought to embed
the operations into existing organisations and to build, basically, a broad
coalition of support in the west.
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Those RCSDs who did not receive capitation funding were unable to ‘future-proof’
themselves and some employees spoke of the difficulty maintaining interest when the
money did not materialise. But it was not all about money, as Colin Menzies recalled:
By and large in the inner city, people were really pleased to have the regional
council – people were not that hung up on trying to get the capitation funding
to give grants. That wasn’t a big deal. It was about having a resourced
organisation that consulted and organised participatory activities and tried
to support the residents in resident organisations and local services in the
issues that they were concerned with. And it provided an auspice, which was
important because we could call meetings on regional things and people
would come together and because of the work of the Community Development
Officers we had credibility. So, that was one of the key things, I think, it
provided that auspice.

Projects
Despite its brief existence, it is clear from archival sources that the AAP funded or
stimulated a huge variety of projects including basic infrastructure and equipment for
local volunteer groups, neighbourhood centres, after school and child care centres, and
programs for the elderly, the unemployed and the homeless. Our oral histories, however,
provided us with more information about many of these, and the human efforts behind
them. Importantly, many of our interviewees were able to identify existing infrastructure,
projects or services that had been seeded by the AAP. Many, however, expressed
disappointment that the AAP was abolished before more could be done.
Projects varied from region to region from a Squatter’s Union and Home-maker’s Service
in Darwin to a community media bus and funding for Reverse Garbage and the Pole
Depot in South West Sydney. In Katherine, the RCSD set up a shelter for “single men
who drank too much”, many of them returned soldiers who had worked on outlying
stations until they were no longer able. According to Graham Schlecht, a vacant building
was located and, under the RCSD’s guidance, about 10 local community groups took
turns being responsible for staffing it overnight.
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Mauro Di Nicola, was employed as a migrants’ liaison officer by the Inner Sydney RCSD
and says activity during the AAP period directly led to the establishment later of the
Ethnic Communities’ Council of NSW:
A significant focus during my 6 months with the ISRCSD was the thennascent Ethnic Communities’ Council of NSW. I am not sure whether it is
well-known that the NSW ECC originated as the Migrant Group (or
Committee – not sure of the name now) within the [Sydney] West Regional
Council for Social Development (AAP) – so the AAP played an important
role in facilitating the birth of a major advocacy organisation [which later in
itself facilitated the birth of FECCA, the Federation of Ethnic Communities’
Council of Australia].
Di Nicola also cited the Riverwood Community Centre, “the last funded AAP project in
NSW”. It received $26,000 in 1976 and is now a “multi-million-dollar institution”. “I
don’t know quite what they are doing now but I think of that and my intuition, rather than
evidence, is that the AAP seeded a lot of these things and people ran with it,” he said.
Robert Mowbray, who was jailed as a draft resister during the Vietnam War, was a
community activist involved with the Tenants’ Rights project of South Sydney
Community Aid, which received funding from the AAP. He says one of the legacies of
the AAP is the current Tenants’ Union of NSW, founded in 1976, which he still works
for:
The Tenants’ Rights project of South Sydney Community Aid, with some other
groups, then set up the Tenants’ Union and yes, we successfully campaigned
to get hold of Rental Bond Board interest monies to set up a network of
tenants’ advice services across New South Wales, so a lot of that, you have
to say thank you to a number of groups, a number of programs, including the
Australian Assistance Plan.
Community activist Elaine Kaldy was a CDO based in Blacktown. She was involved in
the establishment of a number of important projects in the Blue Mountains:
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From my point of view, I felt that the achievement of the two senior citizen
centres in the Blue Mountains was a huge achievement. There were some
things that happened that I wasn’t involved with in regard to the Mt Druitt
housing area with the Catholic Church, there were some very worthwhile
things that happened there involving the youth but I guess, if I had to say
what was the lasting legacy it would be the senior citizen centres in the Blue
Mountains and the lobbying we did for … the over-bridges down the highway
in the Blue Mountains.
Lynne Wannan, CDO, Western RCSD, said the AAP was important for seeding early
child care centres:
Certainly, we wouldn’t have had the children’s services infrastructure if we
didn’t have, if we hadn’t had the AAP. And possibly some of the women’s
refuges. I’m sure they won’t know. Community health. I’m sure people
wouldn’t have a clue how they got to be where they are. And neighbourhood
houses, too. They wouldn’t think back to a time when you had a community
development activity that actually created your house that you now take for
granted a bit.
Meredith Sussex recalled a few years ago being invited back for the anniversary of a
multi-cultural centre she had helped set up as a CDO in Western Melbourne:
In the mid-70s, we set up [a multi-cultural centre] in an old hall that had
Greeks on one day, Maltese on one day, Italians on one day and Lebanese, I
think, on the last day and then Friday was a multicultural day and that had
morphed itself into the next stage and the next stage and the next stage and
they invited me back to whatever it was, the 30th, 40th anniversary …
Morrie O’Connor who was employed as a CDO in Brisbane and as a social planner in
Townsville believes “probably all the community centres in Queensland came out of the
AAP in one way or another”. Another example, was an Aboriginal education centre that
was set up in the Brisbane suburb of Inala that still exists today.
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Case Study: Marrickville Women’s Refuge
In NSW, the Marrickville Women’s Refuge Collective received $80,000
from the South West Sydney RCSD to establish and maintain an
emergency hostel for homeless women and children. The women felt like
they had “‘hit the jackpot”. With the money, they bought and converted a
large house in inner Sydney. Because the women’s collective owned the
refuge, no government body or other agency has ever been able to take it
over. That is why it has survived to this day, still run by a women’s
collective. “To their credit, the Labor Government was real,” Vivien
Johnson, one of the founding members of the collective, recalled. “They
didn’t have any idea who any of us were, they just responded. They said
that was what they were doing and they did do it.” Fellow member, Maria
Girdler said the collective had been in the right place at the right time; the
neighbouring Inner Sydney RCSD, for example, never received capitation
funding. “I think the sixties and seventies were a time of change and we
were lucky we got in because the AAP didn’t last long but definitely health
and community services were never offering money to buy houses. That
was not on the scale.” After being contacted by our team, Johnson, Girdler
and Heather Saville reconnected with the refuge. They were invited to visit
and to share the history of its origins with current staff and residents.
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Volunteers
We were interested in whether the AAP had affected volunteer numbers in the various
regions. The response was mixed. Some reported that the scheme had brought in many
new volunteers while in other regions there was a perception that it had been dominated
by the same people who already ‘did everything’ in their communities.
Peter Camilleri, who had a good overview in his role an evaluator in NSW and Tasmania,
saw the AAP as having had a positive impact on volunteering levels:
It was a volunteer experience. It brought people in who had never been
involved in their communities before and really did bring huge numbers in.
Because it was exciting. The meetings were very exciting at that time because
it was about, what are we going to do about X? And no one had given people
permission [to do that before], even middle-class people – governments were
supposed to solve our problems. And they said, ‘no, no, we want YOU to solve
this problem’ … And I think that changed, for a lot of people, their
understanding of their role and what they could engage in. So, I think yes,
there were a lot of people who had never done any volunteering before. And
the amount of hours being involved in any of those committees was just
phenomenal. They worked incredibly hard
However, Adam Graycar, argued the AAP had not lasted long enough to have any real
impact on volunteering levels. “My guess is that it reached out to those people who would
have done it anyway and it provided a mechanism for it,” he said.
You’d go into a town and [there would be] the sort of community elite of that
town, you know, Tuesday nights they’d go to the community council,
Wednesday nights they’d go to the AAP council. It was the same people, they
were the movers and the shakers.

Evaluation
The AAP was one of the first government programs to undergo extensive evaluation,
some of which began shortly after the scheme was established. Jim Davidson, who set up
the evaluation team and processes for the Social Welfare Commission, believes this
aspect of the program has left an important legacy:
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It really wasn’t until Peter Baume in the mid-80s, he came in and talked about
how every program should have one percent of its money or something spent
on evaluation. I think the AAP was really influential in that kind of approach.
It was one of the real innovations that we could always say we were
evaluating it and we were looking at what was going on.
Peter Camilleri worked on the NSW evaluation team under Bob Myers when he was still
a student and later moved to Tasmania where he was an evaluator there. He said it was
an exciting process but the ‘newness’ of the program, and the concepts, sometimes
created challenges:
Probably the evaluation models weren’t very sophisticated. I still think it took
me a year to understand really what was the AAP about? Reading all that
documentation but still at times you got a headache: what’s this really trying
to do? Because it wasn’t that clear. The language was fascinating and
interesting but what it was actually saying was more difficult to decide other
than anything else … And what’s the difference around social planning and
community development? … It took a while to work through that.

Legacy
In November 1975, Whitlam was sacked and the writing was on the wall for the AAP. It
was officially scrapped in 1977 after a failed ‘survival campaign’ by RCSDs in NSW and
Victoria. Forty years later, we asked if the AAP had left any legacies? Again, the response
was mixed. Some pointed to ongoing projects or institutions that had been ‘seeded’ by
the AAP, either directly or indirectly. Others thought it had contributed to the evolution
of social policy in Australia, and led to a greater role for social workers, particularly
within local government. Some talked about the legacy the AAP had had on their own
lives and careers, and of others. A few thought the AAP had failed to leave any legacy
at all.
Two obvious legacies are the Inner Sydney RCSD (recently renamed Inner City Voice)
and the Mackay RCSD. Both continued after the AAP ended and still exist today. Carmel
Daveson, who remains involved in Mackay, summed up the attitude in her region: “the
people just refused to let the thought, the dream go”.
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The oral history component of the project has also prompted us and enabled us to pay
more attention to the legacies of the AAP for individuals and communities. For some of
our narrators, like Carmel, the AAP was life-changing, shaping their subsequent careers
and philosophies. Another was Bea Rogan.

Case study: Personal Legacy
In the early 1970s, Canadian Bea Rogan was living in Mackay, juggling
four children under four, including new-born twins. With no family
support, she says she was “sinking” and “on her way to despair”.
Fortunately, her doctor offered to put her in contact with other local
mothers of twins and that led to the establishment of the Mackay Twins’
Club, which offered its members babysitting, playgroups, and, best of all,
social interaction. Around the same time, the AAP was being established
in Mackay and the women heard there might be some money available for
groups like theirs. They decided to put together “a little proposal” to
establish a program to educate midwives at the local hospital about the
special needs of new mothers of twins and subsequently received a grant
for $842. But Rogan’s involvement with the AAP did not end there.
Through her involvement with the regional council, she developed an
interest in community development – a far cry from her background in
finance and accounting. She ended up working as a CDO with the Mackay
City Council, went back to study, and ended up running her own company,
specialising in community development. She says her involvement with
the AAP “was probably the most significant event or thing in my life”.
“[The AAP] certainly had a major impact on Mackay and, of course, it had
a major impact on my life as an individual,” she says. “It changed me and
put me in an entirely different direction.”
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So, was the AAP a worthwhile experience? Here is what a selection of our interviewees
had to say:
Sue Hellyer: I think it was

role of government. That government is

inspirational, it was just sad that

not about something small, government

Whitlam was in power for such a short

is about something big, government is

time and I think as I said before, it was

about building bridges, government is

the catalyst, it was the stimulus for a lot

about involvement in community at the

of other activity that has followed on

micro level as well as at the structural

from that even though it was a short-

level. It’s about helping to create

lived dream and the funding didn’t

community and to build on networks

come to make it a reality. But it

that are there to energise those

motivated a lot of people in this area to

networks, to stimulate them like

do something about making lives better

stimulating the electrical wires that go

in certain areas and getting funding to

through a community.

set up small projects.
Lynne Wannan: It certainly brought
Hayden Raysmith: You can’t draw a

out the best in communities and people

direct line from the creation of the AAP

and local governments and that notion

to greater equality for women or

of building the west and being part of it.

indigenous rights or the creation of the

I think that is possibly something that

NDIS but it was part of that milieu, the

the regional council did influence. And

awakening if you like of a social

forcing the councils to work together,

conscience and a way of people being

they still do a bit but I wonder if we

able to be part of movements that did

didn’t create a bit of a precedent

have those longer-term effects.

around that sort of thing?

Bruce Hartnett: I think for a very small

Jim Davidson: I think it brought a

expenditure of money, it has had a huge

whole new group of people into play

legacy … well, I can only speak for

and if I think about those people, they

Victoria, and I can really only speak for

had quite an influence beyond the AAP

the west, of legitimising an expanded

subsequently so I think it galvanised a
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kind of generation, if you like, or

can explain the rise of Hansonism,

galvanised a group of people who

Trumpism, although in some ways those

believed and demonstrated that you

working-class communities are

could empower people in local regions

fractured, the jobs aren’t there, the

to make decisions and the world wasn’t

resentment is around no one is listening

going to fall in.

to them. There is no process in which
their voices can be heard other than to

Wendy Bell: I think it was the

say’ up yours’ in a voting way.

beginning of social awareness in
Australia. It changed our direction and

Bill De Maria: I think the Plan failed. I

even the conservative parties,

failed. I failed the Plan and the Plan

particularly in rural areas, the

failed. I failed for my reasons and the

conservative people who would have

Plan failed for its reasons. But it can’t

voted National Country Party, could see

be a complete failure if what 40 years

the benefit of local community support,

later you are sitting here asking

regional employment programs, support

questions about it. All I can say is that it

for farmers, the farming community,

was as audacious as Whitlam was. It

adjusting to new ways … No, I think it

was bold but crazy.

was the turning point in Australia’s
history of understanding community.

Ron Brown: [It was] an exciting,
chaotic era that opened our mind to

Peter Camilleri: I think the concepts

possibilities of planning services that

and ideas of it were [worthwhile].

weren’t the norm. But it was chaotic

Because it didn’t go on long enough,

and if I look back on it now as a

the impact is probably nowhere near

bureaucrat, there were good reasons to

what it could have been. I l think the

worry, so you know, I acknowledge all

ideas are still very powerful about how

of that but I think for that bright star

do you get people to think about

that burnt for two and a half to three

contributing and their voices being

years, it is a shame that it finished up

heard and how communities need to be

the way that it did.

restructured. I think loss of that voice
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Carmel Daveson: From a personal

individuals to connect, build

perspective, when you facilitate

relationships and change themselves

something as new as this, your anchors

and the world, because that is what it is

have to be really good because … it is

about.

new territory, you don’t have the skills,
the experience, the wisdom, but if you

Sue Vardon: It was the vibe. It came at

have an absolute belief in people and

a time when the community was ready.

belief in mutuality and excitement about

There was energy around. It was the

the fact that so many other people are

70s. Lots of things were happening in

excited … I will never forget the

the 70s and it wasn’t just around

experience: it was the most important

Whitlam, it was happening around the

thing in my whole life.

world, there was a revolution in all
sorts of ways, there was a music

Meredith Sussex: I do think it was

revolution, youth revolution and

enormously empowering to people. I do.

women’s revolution. There were all

For a whole lot of people, it was a

sorts of other things, there were

recognition that they and their

medical revolutions. And it fitted into

communities matter. It’s hard to talk

the time. It was very interesting, the

about that separately from getting

whole energy thing. And I think, there

sewerage and child care and

were just enough young babies being

disadvantaged school funding and all of

trained like me by the Tony Vinsons of

those issues but I do think the sense that

the world and the others to put the skill

you should be making your decisions

set in. It was still in very short supply

about your life on these sorts of issues

but it became a social planning

was very empowering.

movement … and there are still
elements of it today. I mean we take for

Simon Clough: … and that is all the

granted that local councils will have

AAP was about. In a whole lot of ways,

community services departments, not

getting people to break those shackles

everyone does but it’s expected in lots

of ignorance and despair and just not

of ways.

realising the power that they have as
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Bob Myers: I thought it was a terrific

survived. In that … it probably did at

idea, especially for Australia at that

least give us a glimmer of the

time when they really weren’t, you

possibilities, we mucked it up, I think,

know, very used to taking part in things

but the notion that social development,

like that, in communities, etc. It was a

community development was something

fairly new idea. And for them to have

to start moving within Australia, I think

some money and to actually have some

yes, it might have made the game

control over it and do some of the

different.

things they wanted. Like, some places
… I think this place, would have been in

Maree Girdler: My perception is that it

Queensland, I’m trying to remember …

did enormous things but as I say there

you know, they put electricity in the

was a lot going on at that same time.

schools or something. There were

The women’s movement, changes in

things that were pretty basic that they

funding from the federal to the state

couldn’t get through on a regular basis.

government, changes in the states,

So, there were a number of things like

people were thinking differently about

that which happened, and I don’t

things. The whole impact of the

remember each one or whatever. But I

Whitlam government. Universities were

remember thinking, now that’s great for

all changing, education was free, there

the communities who wanted something

was so much change going on … the

that they wouldn’t be able to get it any

fact that people could go out and

other way. You know, use that money

protest about expressways and protest

appropriately to do some things like

about the demolition of beautiful

that.

buildings in Victoria St and sit down in
front of trucks and whatever and get

Paul Van Reyk: Was it worthwhile? In

support from politicians … That sort of

that there were some structures that did

created a new way of thinking about

continue and it was a way of getting

things. And I think that government was

those structures in place, like the Inner

particularly effective at change. The

City Regional Council of Social

stuff that they put through in the

development and so on, yes, something

pathetic number of years that they were
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in power, the list of legislation, is

lot of people wouldn’t know about the

phenomenal. And it covers every aspect

legacy but there is a legacy there. So

of everything so, I think the AAP was a

probably, all the community centres in

part of that.

Queensland came out of the AAP in one
way or another, or that’s where the

Graham Schlecht: I think if it had been

origins were. Places like Kyabra had a

given another five years I think there

significant thing, Charters Towers

would have been some real benefits.

Community Centre, Ayr, Home Hill, the

There was a lot of very useful regional

139 Club … so there is a range of these

planning that wasn’t given the chance

things that had their history in the AAP.

to materialise to the point that you
would have reaped the benefits. But it

Maureen Boaler: Oh, I do. I do. I wish

was that connectiveness. A lot of our

it had achieved its aim, which was to

systems, our government systems and

get rid of state governments and create

our service systems are all very

regional structures. I wish it had got

regimented and you need some

there but I think it did change the way

connectiveness between things that’s

services were delivered. I think because

not overly structured and that’s what

it changed the way the people who were

we don’t have. Everyone just focuses,

delivering services thought about their

with blinkers on, on their own little

services. And when they were putting in

areas … It was a bit like toss a few

submissions for funding for new ideas,

seeds and hope some will bloom. But

it changed the way they thought about

there was a lot achieved in a short time

delivering those services. So, I think

so I don’t mean to be overly critical but

there was a shift. I think there has been

I think to do it again, you’d probably

a lot more community organisations

try to seed it in a way where it could

since who are much more focussed on

grow slowly and provide that

their own individual needs than back

connectiveness in the community.

then. So, I think it did change for the
better the whole way that happened and

Morrie O’Connor: Oh, absolutely. In

I look at the organisations that I’ve

Queensland, there is a legacy. I mean a

worked with since, because I’ve always
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been on something along the line

Jim Ife: The Australian Assistance Plan

whether it was school councils while the

set up so many people in community

kids were going through school or

development in Australia in the coming

whatever I’ve been there all the way

decades. You talk to community

through doing things … you know, I

development people and so many will

look at them and I say, yes, the way we

say, oh I started in the Australian

are working has changed. They may not

Assistance Plan in such and such a

realise it but I know where they were

region. It really was a very formative

back in the early 70s.

experience even though it lasted for
only a short period. I think its impact

Colin Menzies: Oh, it was definitely

going on was terrific in setting up a

worthwhile, I mean it should have been

particular approach to community

kept. I think it would have achieved real

development, which was a fairly free,

things if we’d have five years’ funding.

autonomous one. It wasn’t so much of

To my mind the processes that the

doing an agenda of a particular

regional council used were too

government department or

powerful and it had to be killed off.

organisation, it was much more based

Because as it consulted communities

on a grassroots community development

and gained power, local councils were

model.

threatened because it was a regional
organisation, it was bigger than them

Christine Mason: It had a lifelong

and state departments were threatened

effect on me. The training I had, I have

– it threatened power bases by having

used my entire life and I have worked in

an alternative power base and the more

welfare and psychology for 40 years ...

diverse the power bases are, the more

it had a profound effect on how I

opportunities people have to

worked as a psychologist because I

participate. I think it demonstrated in

always worked, even if I was doing

various ways what was possible but it

clinical work, I always worked with

was also the seeds of its own demise.

community psychology in mind. I didn’t
ever think that somebody was depressed
because of a chemical imbalance. I’d be
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thinking what housing have they got?

work to show its wares. We weren’t up

Are they connected into the community?

to it, but it was a tremendous

And I’d always be thinking from a

opportunity … Bang for buck it was a

wider community point of view.… I

pretty big bang. I mean, really, it was

think they should consider doing it

huge.

again. Yes, it was very worthwhile and
everyone I come across who worked for

John Tomlinson: Was it worthwhile?

the AAP … I think nearly everyone has

Oh, shit yeah. I mean the support that

said it has affected how they worked all

we were able to give mothers and kids

their life and that it was very

in that immediate post-cyclone period

worthwhile.

had to be worth a thousand therapists.
The Homemakers’ Service, the

Brian Luby: My belief was that if there

committee that worked on that were

had not been a change of government I

mainly social welfare operatives or

think the AAP would have gone on, not

health operatives and that continued for

without problems, but there was a

several years after the AAP had

sufficient developing interest from

disappeared. I used to be part of a

individual states or some officers of the

training program every week to train

state departments who were heavily

the homemakers and we’d go through

involved in some of the regional

the cases and things like that and we

councils and saw how it could work … I

got a lot of people housed that wouldn’t

think the strength was in the idea, it was

have been housed otherwise. The

in the capacity to generate enthusiasm

Coalition of Low Income Earners did a

for the concept of participation at that

lot for low income housing for at least

level. It was, given time, providing a

15 years afterwards. The Unemployed

mechanism to assist in the levels of

Workers Union was at one stage

government to come together more.

placing more people in mining jobs
than the CES, all the CES combined.

Anthony Kelly: It was the absolute
making of a lot of us, really. It was the
first big opportunity for development
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Adam Graycar: It probably changed

the ground up in terms of localised

my life. I mean, it got me gigs that I

social needs and to work with that. So,

wouldn’t otherwise have got, it got me

in that way, I think it was ground

experiences, attention, introduced me to

breaking but I do thing the legacy, you

people I wouldn’t have otherwise have

could argue both ways.

met. And it all sort of worked from
there.

Tony McBride: Yes, I think it was - it
was a very strategic move. I think at the

David Hall: The good legacy from the

time people recognised it as a strategic

AAP, I think, is the demonstration that

move and one where the

in the right circumstances, you can

Commonwealth persisted, and this was

actually get people to think beyond self-

down to Whitlam in the sense that we

interest. To think and act in the right

are going to get stuff done against the

circumstances. Now, that is a big, big

wishes of the state, against the wishes of

qualification. So, the bad aspects are

local councils. They just came in and

that there are very few circumstances

did it and really shoehorned their way

which you can get those. The AAP did

into certainly the areas that I was

have a grand vision and I believe in

aware of. It wasn’t as if they had turned

grand visions and I think there is still a

the world. There would have been

good aspect to the AAP that if people

councils I’m sure who would almost

bothered to sort out the wheat from the

have taken no notice of what was going

chaff, they would find enough wheat

on at all. It wasn’t as if it was radical

there to grow a field based on really

but it was, I think, a crucial flipping of

good thinking about what communities

the paradigm and a building block from

should be.

which other things were built …
especially where there was capitation

Cathy Humphreys: It was so long

funding, it seeded so many things which

ago. Was it worthwhile? Is the legacy

then seeded other things and so on.

worthwhile? I think it was one of the
first Australian programs to really try

Howard Wallace: Absolutely. The pity

and drill down to build something from

of it is that it didn’t get a chance to
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finish. I think that really the community

infrastructure like having attention to

could have been a much different place,

relevant infrastructure and connectivity,

a much fairer place than it is today.

I suppose, between centres and how

There would be a lot of things that

that could actually change things for

would be available in the community to

people.

help people today that are just not there
now. I think it had huge potential and it

Martin Mowbray: I was part of the

was so cost effective. I mean, for what

population that saw maybe some hope

you got for a dollar was just amazing,

in it all but at the same time there were

really. All the volunteers and stuff,

plenty of reasons for scepticism about it

really, you can’t buy it.

as well. Like where it was leading, what
was going to be delivered. Partly

Tom Fallon: Yes, I do. I think it

because, I mean there was very little

stimulated a lot of people to thinking

money really involved supporting or

about what they didn’t have and what

provided by government for the support

they could have with a little bit of effort

of the AAP. It was a very limited kind of

and what services they could do to

program in terms of the range of policy

improve the quality of life for their

areas that it was meant to be engaged

children and their families.

with. One of its major limitations was
that it was set up alongside of, and

Lesley Chenoweth: I think it certainly

independent of, local government.

exposed people to a different way of

Urban planning was a key

thinking of how you could have citizens

responsibility of other areas of

involved and you could think more on a

government than the AAP. It was a

regional scale than just this is our little

program that allowed the government

service. It was thinking more broadly

to grandstand and use as evidence of its

about … and I think for me, too, it

commitment to reform even though very

started the thinking around that

little reform could have been generated

important nexus between social issues

by a program as small and ephemeral

and social development with economic

as the Australian Assistance Plan.

development and other kinds of
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Steve Einfeld: I don’t ascribe to it

worked in England subsequently and

miraculous features but I do think this

just working in case management and

was a time when many, many

stuff and you’d see the generations all

experimental programs were being

coming in with the same issues and

trialled and I’m glad that I worked in

problems and nothing has been really

one of them and, as I said before, I

resolved. At the AAP we actually got

think it had inherent in it a number of

out there and did things and delivered

currents of thought in social programs

results that had a positive impact on

and public administration at that time

people’s life. Maybe it was the new

and I think every time you do one of

youth centre that got established that

these, it kind of adds to the success

meant that these kids instead of

story and so reinforces the chances that

vandalising cars and doing negative

it will endure in some form.

things could turn a corner and get a bit
of a leg up and a fresh view of life. So, I

Jane McCrossin: I still get a bit of

just felt that all the outcomes were

emotional about it really. Only because

good, I couldn’t see any negative

it was just everything to me in terms of

outcomes of the Australian Assistance

work I really wanted to do. I could see

Plan. But I’m biased – I was working

the benefit of it, you know, having

for it.

Conclusion
From the perspective of the broader ARC project, the oral history study contributed a
more nuanced understanding to the historical underpinnings of the AAP that could not
be drawn from archival sources alone. The oral history project made us realise the
importance of the confluence of all types of primary sources in order to make sense of
the period and the AAP. In many instances, in trying to understand the origins of the
AAP, the oral histories have provided us with an alternative narrative, a new and
different approach that was missing from the surviving archival materials. The fact, too,
that many participants had not been asked about their experiences before brought the
AAP to light for us and a new generation of historians.
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