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Context

Hoban

The relationship between socioeconomic status and health is well established, with people
at the lowest socioeconomic levels experiencing the highest rates of illnesses and death

(ABS, 2001, p10).

While poverty, unemployment and limited access to adequate housing have a significant
impact on the health and wellbeing of the general population, Aboriginal people’s
experience of these issues is disproportionately high (VicHealth, 1999, p41).

Aboriginal people are less likely to be employed and less likely to have post-school educational
qualifications, and also have lower personal and household incomes than other Australians

(Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2000).

Introduction

Rumbalara, which means ‘at the end of the
rainbow’, refers to the Koori community in
the Goulburn Valley area of Victoria,
particularly around Shepparton and
Mooroopna. It was the name first given to
the site, which was developed as a
transitional housing estate for Aboriginal
people in 1954. In the 1960s, Rumbalara
ceased to operate as a housing estate. In the
early 1970s it was developed into the
administrative centre for the Rumbalara
Aboriginal Cooperative, which runs the
community’s health, social and cultural
heritage programs. It has also become the

centre point for the political aspirations and
policy development for indigenous people in
the Goulburn Valley. The Rumbalara
Football Netball Club was also set up in the
1970s.

Most members of the Rumbalara community
are Yorta Yorta people, the traditional
owners of the Goulburn Valley area, which
is home to the largest Indigenous population
outside of Melbourne. A roundtable
discussion about mental health and work
issues was organised with representatives
from this community.

Contact: Paul Briggs, Rumbalara Aboriginal Corporation, PO Box 614, Mooroopna, Victoria, Australia, 3629

Citation: Hoban, R. (2002) Mental health promotion and work: Rumbalara community's roundtable discussion
2002. Australian e-Journal for the Advancement of Mental Health 1(3)

www.auseinet.com/journal/vol1iss3/Hoban.pdf

Acknowledgement: This Rumbalara Project was a collaboration involving the sharing of thoughts by many. 'l
had the privilege of giving them form'. (Rosemary Hoban)



Roundtable participants:

Paul Briggs: Community leader and
President of the Rumbalara Football Netball
Club

Kaye Briggs: Coordinator of the Rumbalara
Birthing Program

Daniel Briggs: Mental Health Team
Coordinator, Rumbalara Cooperative

Joyce Doyle: Coordinator of the Rumbalara
Football Netball Club’s Leadership and
Mentoring Program

Katrina Alford: Department of Public
Health, University of Melbourne

John Murray: Drug and Alcohol Worker,
Rumbalara Cooperative

Tanya Garling: Koori Project Officer,
School of Rural Health, Shepparton

These people gathered to talk about the role
of work and how it impacts on their lives
and the lives of others in the close-knit
Rumbalara community. Their work settings
vary from leadership positions within the
sporting organisation, to jobs in the health
services and the resource centre.

There is a sense they have been here before,
talking the same talk to different people.
Other non-Aborigines have visited before
and questioned, determined to explore issues
and hopefully find solutions to problems.
They leave and document their findings.
Most are well meaning. Still, these people
generously share the meaning of work, the
challenges and constraints of living and
working together, and issues of contention.

After a couple of hours the discussion ended,
and the community members headed back to
their work. The issues were suddenly
academic. In this community the work has to
be done. These people do it. Ironically, the
workload they take on binds them to each
other and to the community. Sometimes it
burns them out. Sometimes it drives them
away. Here are their views about work and
its effects on their lives.

Hoban

Defining work

Kaye Briggs has managed the community-
controlled Rumbalara Birthing Program for a
decade and while her clients are Kooris, she
works with many non-Aborigines in a range
of medical settings. She has also worked for
non-Aboriginal agencies and knows the
difference in the work environments. In
general, the expectations of peers are also
remarkably different. You start work
Monday morning and you finish Friday
evening. If you are asked to work longer
hours you are remunerated for overtime or
‘on call’. Leaving work at work and
enjoying home time is not just unacceptable;
indeed taking work home is often
encouraged. Within the Rumbalara
community, there’s no walking away from
work; home is work and work comes to your
home. It’s much more than just demand and
expectation from community members; it’s
an emotional obligation. And there’s an
acknowledgement among these people that
the need matches the expectations.

Paul Briggs is a community leader,
sometime Rumbalara footballer, a father and
an advocate on innumerable state and
national committees and boards. His
paperwork has flowed into his car, which
now operates as a mobile office. More than
that, Paul’s home is a community resource.
Paul says he has trouble establishing
boundaries between work and home, and
therefore understands the community has
even more trouble recognising such
boundaries:

1t is difficult for me to define personal
space or family space. People expect
the family to be accessible. It’s a
mutual obligation though, because [
expect that of myself. It’s also a
cultural obligation to look after your
family, extended family and
community, and so the work side of
things just carries over.



Community member Joyce Doyle agrees that
separating work and play is impossible in
community life. It is one reason the ‘burn
out’ factor hits many people at Rumbalara
and forces them to start moving in a
different direction. Joyce, a trained primary
school teacher, has worked for the
Rumbalara community in a range of
management and coordinating positions.
Three months ago she started as coordinator
of the Rumbalara Football Netball Club’s
leadership/mentoring program (funded by
VicHealth), which will endeavour to recruit
and train about 20 members of the senior
football and netball clubs. These people will
be expected to act as community leaders and
mentor younger people who may in turn
become community leaders. As Joyce says:

I move in and out of positions to
survive because of the pressure that
comes from the community, but also
because the services are so under-
resourced. I also leave, sometimes to
go to Melbourne and gain new skills,
so that I can bring something back to
the community.

She goes on:

Look the pressure is great, but this is
my home. I know every single person
who [ work with and they are the same
people I socialise with at the club. In
fact I am related to a lot of them. I
keep coming back because you have to
come back if you want the community
to survive for yourself, your children
and your grandchildren.

Community controlled organisations, like
the Rumbalara Coop and sporting clubs,
have no enterprise agreements. While Daniel
Briggs is playing sport, no one is ‘on-call’ or
paid overtime to cover him and to deal with
ongoing mental health problems in the
community in his absence. There is no
structure in place, Daniel says, to learn how
to manage the pressure and demands of work
at Rumbalara. Paul Briggs agrees with
Daniel that the community needs to deal
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with this ongoing stress, but no grand
structural overhaul in isolation will solve the
problem:

I play football with Rumbalara and sometimes
in the middle of footy training I have a bloke
talking to me about some of the problems he is
having. I don’t turn away from him. I tell him [
will try to organise for him to see someone as
soon as possible. He doesn’t see that my
recreation time is not for dealing with his
problems and I understand that, but it makes it
difficult.

Daniel Briggs: Coordinator of Rumbalara’s mental
health team

Paul says:

The notion of award conditions and a
38-hour week doesn’’t fit here. The
‘mainstream’ workplace benchmarks
don'’t fit into the community-controlled
structure. I know it is not very

Strategic in the way it operates,
isolated from services and processes of
government departments and
bureaucracies.

He adds:

In this community, work doesn’t have
the same meaning as a job that has a
start and finish. It is a way of life.

Value of work

These people (at the roundtable discussion)
perceive work in the non-Aboriginal world
to mean a chance to succeed and success is a
house, a car, and other consumer goods
ranging from a DVD player to the latest
electronic toys for children. If you don’t
have a job, particularly for men, there’s a
stigma. You are lazy or a dole bludger who,
in the case of a man, can’t look after his
family.

Paul Briggs says most Kooris prioritise the
financial aspects of employment in a way
that is different to how non-Aborigines
appear to. In fact, if paid employment




jeopardises the care a person can give to
their family, then it is seen as having limited
value. The most valuable work an
Aboriginal person can do is to care for their
family. Holding the family together is
paramount. Researcher Katrina Alford (non-
Aboriginal) believes non-Aboriginal
Australians could learn a great deal about
family values and support from Koori
communities.

When we sit around telling yarns, we always
seem to get talking about the old days when
things were really good. Everyone laughs and
says the best days were when we were on the
missions. Not because of a lot of stuff about
the missions, but because we were together.
Families were together. The sense of
belonging and cultural support was very
strong. It’s funny, isn’t it? The missions are
now thought of as the good old days.
Community leader Paul Briggs spent most
of his first 18 years on the Cummeragunja
Mission, which was established in 1888

Indeed, paid employment can place a great
strain on many Kooris, depending on the
workplace and workmates. Everyone at the
table knew of particular workers who had
spent many years in mainstream firms, but
eventually left these jobs to escape the
racism that confronted them each day.
Working in the white community is okay,
but the mainstream view seems to be ‘leave
your Aboriginality at the door’, Paul says.

Paul says many Kooris in the Goulburn
Valley face barriers to work, which include
the declining number of unskilled jobs, and
poor school retention and skill levels. These
problems are exacerbated by racism.
Machinery is now displacing many Kooris.
The Goulburn Valley fruit canneries, which
once offered ideal job opportunities for local
Kooris, now require some familiarity with
computers. Paul believes the loss of work
opportunities has hit Koori men dramatically
and they are trying desperately to assert their
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presence in the community.

Adrian Appo (unable to attend the
roundtable discussion), the founding
chairperson of the Koori Economic
Employment and Training Agency
(KEETA) which began seven years ago, says
unemployment is around 80% in the Koori
community. As well as influencing the living
standards of many Koori families, Adrian
believes the unemployment factor also
impacts on retention rates of Kooris in the
mainstream education and training systems.

Less than 10% of Kooris in the Goulburn
Valley are enrolled in an education or
training program and there are only about
170 indigenous students at the Goulburn
Ovens TAFE. Huge numbers of Koori
children have dropped out of school before
they are 15 years old, typically around 13
years of age. Adrian says:

Young people look around the
community and believe that there are
no jobs for Kooris so they don’t have
the incentive to go on with school or
training. They think there is nothing at
the end for them anyway. But we are
working to change the attitudes of non-
Aborigines and Kooris.

Adrian says a recent project developed
locally called “ladders to success’ placed 37
people into employment with a 97% success
rate. This was linked significantly to
members of the Rumbalara Footy Club as a
part of their holistic health approach.

Kaye Briggs sees great value in her work
with the birthing program because it bridges
the gap and develops some cultural
understanding between pregnant Koori
women and mainstream medical and health
professionals. Before the program began 10
years ago, it was difficult to get a Koori
woman to see a doctor or any health
professional until she presented in labour.
Now, most of the women have five to seven
antenatal appointments, which dramatically



reduces the risk of difficulties during birth.
Kaye believes programs like the Rumbalara
Birthing Program can help impact on Koori
infant mortality rates, which are 22 infant
deaths per 1000 births, significantly higher
than the figure of 10 per 1,000 for other
Australians (AIHW, 2000, p209). Her
caseload can be as high as 30 and she is
currently supporting 15 pregnant women of
varying ages.

I'was called to see a girl who the doctors said
needed to stay in hospital because she was
having difficulties with the pregnancy. But
she wouldn’t stay and wanted to go straight
home. The doctors got angry and said she
was irresponsible and didn’t care about the
health of her baby. I explained to them that
she lived with her extended family and she
was responsible for this family. Her children
were waiting at home for her to cook their tea
and look after them. I explained that she had
never been in hospital and had never been
away from the big family. This girl was
responsible for her family as well as the
unborn baby and she was in a very difficult
position. She was scared of the hospital staff
and intimidated by what they were saying. At
times like this I can be a voice for these
young women. That’s why I work in this
community.

Kaye Briggs, Coordinator of the
Rumbalara Birthing Program

Within the Rumbalara community, work is
viewed in so many ways depending on the
job, resources and support. Clearly work is
seen as having great value if it can add to the
stability of the community or develop the
strengths of community members. Work
however, for many Kooris, is a threat to their
mental health if it exposes them to racism or
isolates them from their family and
community.

Community work and life

John Murray was driving around Shepparton
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at 2am a few weeks ago trying to find
accommodation for a young Koori mother
who had been ‘knocked around’. She had
knocked at his door in the middle of the
night and he did what he has done many
times before in his 15 years as a drug and
alcohol worker. John is comfortable with the
convergence of life, home and work, but
knows the price you pay. He has ‘burnt out’
five or six times and has often wanted to
walk away for good from his job as an
alcohol and drug worker. Instead of walking
away, he has taken a few holidays and
returned to his job, and is now the longest
serving Koori drug and alcohol worker in
Victoria. John is as passionate about the
Rumbalara Football Netball Club as he is
about working with the community’s young
people. John says:

Before Rumbalara joined the league [
would gather up a busload of kids on
the weekend and take them to a footy
match. I concentrated on trying to
prevent the drug abuse by giving them
something else to get involved in.

He adds:
Now the club supports what I do by

supporting young people.
Further:

I know personally every single person
I deal with in my job. I see them at the
footy club and socially, and I help
them then if [ can. In a way the footy
club, with all the programs they have
going, takes the pressure off me a bit
in my work.

While some community members strive to
put space between the community’s
problems and their home life, John has
accepted his work as a very big part of his
life. If he can help any young community
members with alcohol or drug misuse, he
will. He has seen too many families torn
apart and turned upside down. John has
experienced the tremendous support of his
community, particularly when his brother
died a few years ago. John says the benefits



of working and living in the Rumbalara
community far outweigh the difficulties:

In 15 years I have seen the young boys
I have worked with grow into good
men with small children of their own
now. I see them as part of this club and
being supported by the club and their
extended families. Some of them I
thought might go down, but I look at
them now and I am proud of them.

Life, work and play

So much of the life and heart of Rumbalara
revolves around the football and netball
clubs. 1t’s here that workers play and
socialise with clients. It is through the clubs
that myriad mental health and wellbeing
programs have been borne and nurtured. It is
also through the club that much conflict and
claims of racism have developed in recent
years. This impacts on Rumbalara workers
who are also key members of the club. In
recent years there have been attempts to
expel the club from the Goulburn Valley
League in which they play.

Daniel Briggs plays football for Rumbalara
and at least one of his team-mates is a non-
Aborigine. This man, Daniel says, has lost
friends over his decision to play with
Rumbalara. Joyce Doyle has heard the
player called a “nigger lover’ for playing
with people too often characterised as
‘drunks’ and ‘unemployed no-hopers’.

Hoban

Tomorrow we are going to a small town
nearby to play football and netball. They get
very churned up about Rumbalara teams,
made up of Aborigines coming to their town.
But it is good because it forces people to talk
about and address issues of racism. It is also
stressful for teams to come here to
Rumbalara to play. They have to face their
fears, stereotypes and bias. Thankfully, most
are coming through the stereotypes, but it
has taken five years. It is also a great
learning for our people who do not normally
associate with whites.

Paul Briggs, President and sometime
player with the Rumbalara Football
Netball Club

Ironically, Daniel, Paul and others are
usually involved in the aftermath of this
racism in sport. They are the community
leaders called upon to try and heal wounds,
broker talks, organise reconciliation forums
or smooth over tensions within the club.

Again, the nexus between work and play is

impossible to break.

Tanya Garling is a young Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander woman who has

worked in different settings in Shepparton

and who recently returned after a few years

working in Melbourne. She describes her

current work with the community as
‘different’ than previous jobs in non-

Aboriginal workplaces. Many of her friends

are non-Aborigines and very few were
happy about her new job that involves

working with the Koori community. Tanya

said:



If you work in or with the Koori community
your skills are not valued as much as they
would be in the non-Aboriginal community.
It can even be seen as a step backwards.
Tanya went on:

It was an eye opener for me to
discover how many people frown upon
any association with Rumbalara,
whether it is work or sport ...this is my
first season playing netball with the
Rumbalara Football Netball Club and
I have discovered the stigma attached
to playing there. Before this I had only
ever played in non-Aboriginal teams.

[ feel like I have two lives. One is with my
Aboriginal friends and the other is with my
white friends. The two groups never meet and [
think this is a reflection of the culture that we
have grown up in. I think it’s more about
ignorance than racism.

Tanya Garling, Koori Project Officer, School
of Rural Health.

Leadership

The conversation around the table faded
away when the topic turned to leadership.
Joyce Doyle’s new position is all about
nurturing new leaders in the community. ‘I
don’t really know how I can ‘sell’ the idea of
leadership’, Joyce says.

I have to train these young people in
as many areas as they need help. That
might be public speaking, writing or
whatever. It is about offering as much
support and training as we possibly
can, because the pressures on
community leaders are out there and 1
can’t take them away. I have to help
these people learn to cope with the
pressures.

The leadership program, which has more
than 12 months funding from VicHealth, is
about nurturing leaders and encouraging
teenagers to reach for an attainable goal.
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Daniel Briggs’ job has forced him into a
position of leadership. He needs to be seen
as a leader if he has any hope of gaining
credibility among the mainstream health
service providers he deals with most days.
But most importantly, Daniel needs to be
credible in order to help deliver programs
effectively to his own community. Daniel
says:

I know that if I was out every Saturday
night getting drunk and acting
inappropriately, people who might

want to use the mental health service
would look at me and think otherwise.
While I don’t do any counselling, [ am

the first point of call. And if police had

to put me in the lock up all the time,

word would soon get around.

Daniel, like so many ‘leaders’ or role models
in the Rumbalara community, is under
pressure from within their community and
from external forces, many of which have
stereotyped Kooris as drunks.

Kaye Briggs says her family is like most,
especially within the Koori community.
There are domestic problems, difficulties
with children, meals to cook, relationships to
balance and a home to keep running. But the
community still expects her and Paul to be
always available:

Sometimes I think people forget we
have lives going on, often dealing with
the same problems and issues they are.
They expect us to be iron people,
always responsible for the community.
Sometimes it is hard enough being
responsible for your own family.

Adrian Appo (a Murri from Queensland who
has lived in the Goulburn Valley for many
years) says leaders in Aboriginal
communities are usually stretched to the
limit, often to breaking point. Once they
have developed some expertise, a profile, or
position within the community, they are
asked to sit on boards and participate in
forums and committees throughout the



country. As he says:

Sometimes while we are trying to solve
the problems of the community, we run
the risk of creating problems for our
own families because we are out every
night on committees and never home
when our children need us.

Adrian says:

Once you have a work profile it is
impossible to be seen in any other way.
Sometimes when [ take my wife out to
dinner, someone will see me in the
restaurant and come in to discuss an
issue. Now, I try and avoid places
where we will be seen and when we
have holidays, we leave town. I have
learned to say when ‘enough is
enough’, but I know others who just
can’t.

He goes on:

Leaders also face the prospect, that in
mixed gatherings, we carry the weight
of our community on our shoulders.
When we attend meetings we are often
expected to be experts on every
indigenous issue as well as the fields
we work in. This extends to every
indigenous person in a mixed
workplace, and it is the reason that
some, where they can, choose not to
disclose their Aboriginality.

Kaye Briggs hopes the community’s
younger members see her position as a
possible career path that is well within their
reach:

1 think young people can look at me
working with the Birthing Program
and maybe become interested in
nursing. They can see me talk to an
obstetrician and get respect.
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She says:

I hope my work inspires them to finish
school and aim for something.

Paul agrees the pressures of leadership are
immense and he understands the reluctance
of many Kooris to move from being leaders
within the community to taking a leading
role with government and bureaucracies.
More than once the pressures have
threatened to swallow him up. One might
well ask:

What makes Paul and others like him
stay and work in their community?

The response to this question, and indeed the
roundtable discussion, is well summed up by
Paul:

1t is a great thing to feel you can
create a change for the better for your
family, extended family and
community. And we are not going
anywhere, we are on our land and we
are staying here. We have been
working on this relationship for two
hundred years and we have to keep
dealing with the problems. We live in
our country and we have to face
issues. So we just keep facing them the
best way we can.
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