Y outh Advocacy

John Finlayson
Victorian Y outh Advocacy Network
Fitzroy
Victoria

Y outh Advocacy is a framework of action based on human rights principles when
working with young people. Its principles and current outcomes clearly indicate

that not only does it attempt to prevent juvenile crime but it crestes opportunities
for young people to take responsibility in addressing lifeissues.

The Concept of Youth Advocacy

Definition

The overdl thrust of Youth Advocacy is to empower young people in their everyday lives.

Y outh Advocacy attempts to provide support to young people in dl areas that affect them,

be it education, housing, employment, unemployment, hedlth, socid security, recreation and

human relationships. Y outh Advocacy aso gives to the young person ingghts into the adult

world of decison making and the exercising of authority, and enhances the young person's
understanding of legdl process. This helps the young person to make clear choices about

issues that affect their everyday life. Youth Advocacy can assst young people to use the
exising socid systems to develop a red sense of sdf-worth. Thus, young people are in a
better postion to be responsble for themsaves and more able to dedl with society's
demands.

Youth Advocacy is an established framework for workers to use with young people
across al socid levels. Its emphasisis to empower young people through their own actions
in Stuations that affect them. Youth Advocacy is a reflection of the principles of human
rightsin practice.

Youth Advocacy ams to prevent the diminution of a young person's sdlf-respect,
caused by paterndigtic and authoritarian atitudes of those people who have professond
authority over the young person's lifeva teachers, lawyers, law enforcement authorities as well
as well-meaning but misguided socid workers, youth workers, probation officers and others

within the helping professons.
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The Process
Y outh Advocacy processes include the following:

m Youth Advocacy isat dl times a human rights gpproach with young people. This
perspective rejects the welfare model which does not empower young people
and at best Hill leaves the young person dependent on socid structures.

m Youth Advocacy is most effective when edtablished in locd aress. If Youth
Advocacy does not begin at the local neighbourhood leve then young people will
remain powerless.

m Youth Advocacy, by definition, operates on a conflict model that does not take
respongbility for young people.

m Youth Advocecy provides the opportunity to young people to teke
responsibilityss not for young people, but by and with young people.

m Youth Advocacy is acommunity development process which resources the local
aess responsble for the ddivery of youth services in education, law,
employment, housing, hedlth, trangport and recreetion.

m Youth Advocacy enhances collective development of young people, and
workers with young people.

m To create a climate of Youth Advocacy we begin by establishing workers with
youth networks at loca and regiond levels. Some workers establish Strategies
that will enable young people to participate in issues of relevance to them.

m Youth Advocacy is a longterm development and will not be put into an
expedient time frame that suits politicians, professonals or parents at the expense
of young peopl€s development. It is essentiad to move at a pace conducive to
the physicd, psychologica and emotiona change that young people experience.

Youth Legal Advocacy

Youth Legd Advocacy interprets the young person's needs and fedings into a legd
perspective and acts with ingtruction from the young person as their lega voice to parents,
courts, tribunads, hearings, law enforcement agencies, other government and non-
government authorities that have a mandate with young people (see Figure 1).

Empower ment

Empowerment of young people is when they have the mgor say over dl the things that
affect their everyday lives. Y oung people are rarely recognised as a group with the right to
have their views consdered or ther interests independently represented at any level of
decison making. Be it in Parliament where changes of legidation are made, in courts of
tribunals where decisons are made about their future, a home where more often than not
they have to obey their parents, and at schools where they are told what is best for them.
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The denid of accessto information and tangible decison making by the mgority of peoplein
our society, are clear indications that collectively we are not empowered. Egtablishing
empowerment as the mgjor objective in the education process of young people is essentid.

When young people taste the processes and implications of empowerment they will be in a
good position to reflect the principles of human rights.

Inequality is a foundation stone of our society. Subgtantiad injustice exigts in income
security, housing, health, education, trangport, property, recrestion, gender, race, class,
information and decison making. Our society has edablished dructures that are
dehumanisng; and then wonders why young people are negative and ambivaent. People
have not come to terms with each other, are reluctant to share their resources, and have
become skilled in reactive codes of behaviour. Society gives scant regard to human rights
development, and when challenged reacts. To be chdlenged, or in conflict may lead to
sruggle which at times is very difficult. Yet through chdlenges, we dl learn a lot about
oursalves and about life. Why then do we avoid conflict? Human nature? No, it's our
conditioning which has not equipped us to struggle. We have not learned our human rights,
nor how to exercise them. The principles of human rights are far better reflected by people
who chalenge people. The mgority of us hold back, we do not say what we redly fed, we
retain our knowledge and fall to exercise a fundamental human right, the right to be heard,
and theright to participate.

Y oung people need to be included in the decison making processes of life issues that
affect them. 'Y oung people need to experience taking responsbility to know the potentia of
empowerment. If young people are shown, learn and are encouraged by adult society to
take control over their own lives, then there is every chance that they will be empowered
adults.

Brief Outline of Victorian Youth Advocacy Network

The Victorian Youth Advocacy Network is an independent non-government statewide
organisation that focuses on young people and their human rights. It was formed in
December 1985 after formerly being known as the Victorian Youth and the Law project.
The Network was established as an outcome of extensve dSaewide consultations and
oversess research which clearly stated that youth advocacy needed to be established. Its
origins came from legd workers and youth workers involved in the Community Lega Centre
movement in Mebourne, and young people.

They were al concerned about the way legal issues and lega process were addressed
in relation to young people. There were eghteen Community Legd Centres, plus the
Victorian Legd Aid Commission, the Aborigind Legd Service, and various legd advice and
referral services provided through Citizens Advice Bureaux in Victoria during 1983, Even
though there appeared to be many options for young people to gain lega assstance, the
exiging structures of lega aid were unable to meet the demands of young people who were
seeking more than legd advice and representation. They wanted to participate in the legd
process and gain access to legd knowledge that would empower them in their everyday
lives

Current aims of the Network

The ams of the network are, where possible to implement the concept of Y outh Advocacy
in various locd areas throughout Victoria with particular emphasis on resourcing young
people and workers with young people to develop:

practical understanding of their human and legd rights;

understanding of the legal and socid consequences of drug and acohol abuse;



YOUTH ADVOCACY 195

understanding of legd issues identified by them as affecting their everyday
lives,

cgpacity to make full use of the adminidrative, indudtriad, and lega methods
available to them to ensure that they are not trested unjustly;

participation in the decison making processes that affect their everyday lives,
especidly participation by those young people most disadvantaged or most at
risk of becoming entangled in the crimina justice system; and

to establish programs and structures that protect and develop young peopl€'s
human rights at alocd, regiond and Sate levd.

Structure

The Network is administered by a Management Committee which is dected a an annud
generad meeting by its membership. The Management Committee is responsible for overal
planning, direction and implementation of programs, saff management, various sub-
committees and financia accountability.

Youth Committee

The Youth Committee is comprised of young people from locd aress involved in the
Network. The Committee is accountable to young people in locad areas and provides a
voice for young people in the Network's structures. 1t aims to resource and support young
people on al aspects of management respongbilities and skills required to operate the
Network.

By late 1989 the Youth Committee will form a minimum of 50 per cent of the
Management Committee.

Locd aress that are pat of The Network are Morwell, Churchill, Dandenong,
Doveton, Richmond, Broadmeadows, Camberwell, Fitzroy, Heidelberg, Sunbury/Bulli,
Flemington, Footscray, Williamstown, Northcote, Brunswick, Collingwood, Frankston,
Bacchus Marsh, Mdton, Moe, Wangaratta, Diamond Creek/Hurstbridge, Colac, Ballarat.

In these locd areas young people are, in the main, in control of their own organisations,
and direct their own programs. The mgority of young people involved are under the age of
18 years and some groups employ their own sdaried youth workers.

Sate Youth Advocacy Conference

An annuad sate youth advocacy conference is planned, organised and run by the Youth
Committee.  The Network's operating mandate is established at the conference. The
conference in 1989 was held on the Queen's Birthday weekend where more than 165 young
people participated, and thirty-five workers with youth were available as resources, but had

no voting rights. Various human rights issues were addressed and twenty-three workshops
were held.

Other activities of the Youth Advocacy Network
Production of a quarterly newdetter;

participation in Nationa Y outh Advocacy Conference;
production of a 24-hour Y outh Lawline Kit;
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focus on substance use and abuse issues,
establishment of a'Y oung Peopl€'s Public Trangport Needs Study;
provision of alocal arearesource worker;

provison of legd information on issues rdevant to young people, such as
recent legidation of Children and Young Persons Act 1989, Crimes
(custody and investigation) Act 1988, Crimes (fingerprinting) Act 1988,
Education (work experience) Act 1989;

provison of aresource library on youth and law issues,

provison of a project workers pool to resource local areas in various
knowledge and sKills development programs,

participation and training of various Statewide groups and organisations in
youth empowerment processes; and

employment of a small team of salaried workers made up mainly of part-time
workers and trainees.

Funding sources

The Network has broadened its funding base in recent times having had a chequered
history. Its recent expansion lifted its public profile which is simulated by subgtantia
increase in involvement of young people & al leves of its activity.

Current funding is received from:

Y outh Affairs Divison, Department of Labour, Victoria;
Hedlth Department, Victoria;
Brotherhood of S Laurence; and

Transport Department.

Youth Advocacy Action

Preventing youth crime only partly answers the socia and economic inequities experienced
by many young people. The double standard set by the adult controlled society they live in
causes them to become confused, have less sense of saf-worth and this creates a need to
belong and become recognised.  Often anger, frudtration and unhappiness results in acting
out which leads to crimina behaviour.

Y oung people then learn that this society sets standards that blame the individua rather
than addressng the underlying causes. Current socid systems show many young people
how careless and powerless adult structures are.
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Young people have the capacity, the energy and the right to take respongbility and
experience decison making in the life issues that affect them. Y oung people dso have the
right to be taught life skills and socid skills so that they can become empowered adults.

Adults have so little trust of themsdlves or their young people that they are not prepared
to take risks and consequently fal to create opportunities for young people to take

respongbility.
Flemington Youth Empower ment Project (YEP)

The Hemington Youth Empowerment Project is an exciting new initiative based on the
concept of Youth Advocacy. Sinceitsinception in August 1986 it has established itsdlf asa
very influentid organisation in the Flemington area and in the wider youth affairs sector.

Femington is a northern inner urban area densdly populated with large numbers of
economicaly disadvantaged families and high unemployment. The area is typicd of most
inner urban areasin large cities, having alarge migrant population including Turks, Spaniards
and Indo-Chinese. The mgjority of families live on large public housing edtates that are high-
rise and low-rise concrete jungles.

The ams of the projectm are:

to provide young people with as much information as possible on services
avalable to them;

to involve young people in determining their own recreationd activities;
to educate and train young peoplein liferights,

to train young people so they can support, inform and educate other young
people and refer to each other in crisis Stuations, and

to encourage young women and young men to assert ther rights as
independent people.

The Management Group consigts of young people and parents of participants. At this
sage twenty-one people are involved in this capacity: three parents and eighteen young
people. The young people are representatives of larger peer groups within the Flemington
area covering a wide range of nationdities, gender and age. It is the role of these
representatives to inform ther larger peer groups of projects that the Y outh Empowerment

Project isimplementing in order to inform and involve other young people.
The Hemington YEP:

gained funding from private trust and government grants often generated by
young people who formed their own delegations to funding sources,

employed their own youth workers,
ran their own drop-in youth centre;

trained young women in a hedth right education program and paid them to
educate other young women;
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established a recreation fund and provided grants to young people to run a
variety of recregtiond programs,

edtablished a life rights program and digtributed a variety of legd education
materias to schools and naturad meseting placesin Hemington ares;

produced ayouth Lawline right card for young people when dedling with the
police;

jointly established a youth Lawline, a 24-hour telephone emergency service
for young people who have been arrested by police and are in need of a
lawvyer to be in atendance at the police dation, or those seeking legd
assgance whenin criss,

provided a resourcing role to other locad areas wanting to establish smilar
youth advocacy programs,

ran various workshops at state and nationa youth affairs conferences,

holds various workshops to learn about assertiveness, decison making,
management operations, financid management and fundraising;

provides input into youth policy of the Mebourne City Council;

Is in the process of producing 'Where You Stand', a work kit for young
people in the Hemington area. The kit is designed to inform young people of
their employment rights, for example; and

participates in the Network's management structures.
Comments

A contributing factor in Y EP's achievements is that the workers with youth in their area and
their own youth workers resource and support the young people to take responshility. The
workers also create choices with young people, but are not the decison makers in the
Y EP's operations, only young people are. It is dso interesting to note that many of the
young people involved are wards of the state or in foster care.

Another dde effect worth mentioning is that their treasurer Tanner, a fifteen-year-old
Turkish boy was taught how to keep financia books, invest funds and prepare budgets.
More than twelve months ago he became a financid adviser to more than twenty-eight
Turkish families living in the high rise Public Housing Edtates of Hemington. Tanner is now
seventeen but continues to advise them on such métters as invetment of monies and
budgets.

Alphaline

By 1984 many young people in Brunswick, a northern inner suburb of Mebourne were
most concerned about the treatment they were given when dedling with the police. They
had been expressing their concerns for some years, but no matter what attempts had been
made, some young people were demanding more tangible legal support. A smal number of
local youth workers, and some legal workers from the Fitzroy Legd Service began to meet
with these young people.
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The young people then created their own group called Alpha Task Force. They chose
this name as it reflected their intended action Againgt Lawless Police Harassment Action
Task Force. As a consequence funding was obtained from the Divison of Youth Affairs,
Victoria, to establish Alphdine, a 24-hour, seven days a week emergency telephone service
for young people who are arrested and taken to a police station. The service is operated by
the Fitzroy Legd Service under the direction of Alpha Task Force. Over thirty lawyers
volunteer their time by gtaffing a rogter, and use a resource kit which includes a telephone
bleeper, ingruction guiddines and Client Information Forms, referra agency and ligtings.
Alphdine dso provides an information card which provides ingructions to young people if
they are arrested by the police and taken to a police station. Alphdine has been used
heavily by young people, is popular with them, and other telephone services of this type
have begun to operate in other local areasin Victoria. The Alphdine card was designed by
young people. An important resource of the Alphaine venture are the Brunswick Municipa
Youth Workers who have established an adminigtrative resource for the planning and
implementation of various youth work initiativesin the Brunswick area

This 24-hour, seven day a week emergency telephone service for young people
arrested and taken to the police gtation, came under continuous attack from the conservetive
adult sections of society that exist in our society. The Victorian Police Force refused to
cooperate, claming that the plagtic information card provided to young people, gives advice
unacceptable to the police. The 'Don't Blab' satement highlights the card, and the media
had continualy published statements from not only the police, but dso the Police
Association and other criticd comments from individuas. Questions concerning the card
were raised in Parliament. Much debate occurred a Brunswick City Council about the
card. Much of this 'hype was triggered by the police, and the change in political climate
within the Brunswick City Council. As a consequence, the Brunswick Council directed that
Alphaline card was not adlowed to be digtributed on Council property, and that the Council
saff were not dlowed to distribute the card whilst employed by the Brunswick Council.

Various meetings were caled by the young people and the Fitzroy Legd Service, loca
youth service agencies, and representatives from YACVIC, YDWD, and The Network.
The municipa Y outh Workers were not alowed to participate! The young people sought to
lift the ban and therefore decided to chalenge the Council, who were mogt reluctant to meet
with them. The young people drew up a petition and within two weeks gained over 400
sgnatures, many of which were from loca shopkeepers, many other loca adults and young
people.

The young people then produced a press rdease which made the whole of the front
page of the loca newspaper, the ‘Brunswick Sentind’.  Eventualy, the Brunswick Council
agreed to meet the young people, who presented their own case and agreed to review the
working of the card with various people, but would not do so until the ban imposed by the
Council was lifted. As a consequence the Council re-voted on the issue, but decided, on a
very close vote to retain the ban.

Continuous pressure from various State Youth Organisations, VCOSS, Legd Aid
Groups and The Network, through the form of letters to Council, media statements, and
discussion with politicians occurred.

Since then five other youth law lines have been established, and in recent times most
adult sections of society accept services of thistype. Some have recently had to close due
to lack of a sound funding base. Thisissue is most relevant when debating juvenile crimein
preventative terms, and raises questions about who redly are the perpetrators of crime and
who redly are the victims?




