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I feel very privileged to have been asked to speak to you today, and I would like to acknowledge the exceptional work of The Good Shepherd Family & Adolescent Centre in Collingwood, Victoria, and in particular the freely given support and shared knowledge of Annette Leverett. This knowledge and encouragement has resulted in my being able to speak to you of my experiences in bringing a NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME to its current situation in NSW.



Neighbourhood Centres are unique in that they are non-profit community based and managed by interested residents who are committed to Social Justice principals, ensuring that the distribution of resources and power achieve a more just and equitable society.



I have decided to base this speech around the Winmalee Neighbourhood Centre’s philosophy with regards to our NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME.



1. The No Interest Loan Scheme provides no interest loans to people on low incomes.



Over 51% of Blue Mountains residents, over the age of 15 are living below the poverty line, on incomes below $399-00 per week. Of these. 30% have an income of $199-00 or less per week (ABS 1996 census Data). This data clearly identifies the need for a NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME to be developed in the Blue Mountains.



To date we have approved 14 loans for reasons such as washing machines, furniture, health care items, loan consolidation and work tools. A further 8 requests were refused for reasons of inability to repay or requests not falling within our current criteria.



The Coalition Against Poverty is a committee made up of a number of committed community workers in the Blue Mountains. It was to this group that I took my passion and research about a NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME.



Their combined commitment to social justice principles and their desire to ease the cycle of poverty often experienced by low income earners, made the NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME an easy choice of projects to undertake, to do something positive for the self esteem of the low income earners living in the mountains.



A steering committee was formed and policies and procedures were drafted and following a successful submission to the Mercy Foundation a grant was provided to fund a trial of 18 months in the 2777 Postcode area, comprising residents in the Springwood, Winmalee, Yellow Rock, Hawkesbury Heights and Valley Heights villages.









2. We choose not to comply with or participate by default in Policies and Practices that diminish  the dignity of individuals.



I would like to now move to our relationship with the Blue Mountains Community Credit Union. Board member – Ron Swanson had a keen interest in starting up a NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME, so a partnership was formed with the Coalition, Credit Union, and Winmalee Neighbourhood Centre. The Credit Union invested some funds into the scheme and undertook to administer the scheme.



The Neighbourhood Centre Management and the Credit Union Board of Management were breaking new ground. The Credit Union, as a financial institution, had policies and procedures which were very different to the NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME philosophy. These divergent philosophies led to our scheme moving on from our relationship with the Credit Union, to staff at our Centre administering all our NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME loans.



It would be wrong of me to say that the establishing a NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME was easy. We were fortunate not to have to reinvent the wheel, as we had access to the Good Shepherd organisation in Victoria who had been conducting the NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME in Victoria for over 17 years..



Eighteen months of hard work has seen the establishment of the NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME in NSW with over 120 loans currently being repaid to organisations with loans to the value of over $45,000-00.



3. We believe in the redistribution of resources and power in order to achieve a more just and equitable society.



This is where administering NO INTEREST LOAN SCHEMES from grass roots organisations in local areas becomes so beneficial. The benefits to the community come about as each loan is recycled to another member of their locality. Visible signs of people feeling good about themselves is evidenced by thankyou cards and letters, and by the many stories unfolding in our communities. For example the single mum in our area who brought bags of food to our food bank after she was getting on her feet again, and as a thankyou for the hamper we had distributed to her in the week before Christmas. Another client was so grateful for the assistance we gave to her that she has joined our steering committee in an endeavour to help other people in her community. 



We are working towards introducing a buying service, state wide, with the support of the NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME network in NSW. I might add that the Good Shepherd service also operates a very effective buying service in Victoria to the benefit of their clients.  



4. We regard no interest loans as a means by which consumer inequality in the financial market place can be redressed.



It is not our Philosophy to carry out a credit check, upon our clients, as part of our assessment process. We are committed to providing our clients with the opportunity to access an affordable loan which has previously been denied to them. We feel that financial products with high rates of interest coupled with late payment penalties can exacerbate the cycle of poverty. We do not penalise our clients for late or non-payment, nor do we list our clients’ delinquencies with a credit reporting agency. Support is offered at all stages in the loan process and where payments are not received, non threatening contact is made by phone or mail to remind the client that repayment is expected and that non payment penalises their community.



5. We believe in a justice that is warm and personal as well as practical.



This attitude commences with the clients’ first contact with our centre and continues through the interview process where our procedures are user friendly, all forms are filled out by the interviewer from information provided by the client. We feel that the environment provided is warm and hospitable, where interviews are not conducted from behind a desk; and a private office is an essential tool to ensure privacy. Food relief is always offered at the interview stage; this also assists where clients are experiencing repayment difficulties. Where appropriate, and always with the clients’ permission, referral is arranged to other agencies that offer services that we do not e.g. energy payment assistance vouchers.



6. Strength comes through working together.



Funding for our pilot scheme of 18 months has been provided by the Mercy Foundation, not only has there been monetary assistance provided but much encouragement and advice also, and this is very much appreciated. Composition of the Steering Committee is made up of local people who bring with them a wealth of experience in financial, banking, credit, community development, and family support. We are a member of the NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME network in NSW; this network provides peer support and encouragement. We meet quarterly at each centre in turn. At these meetings there is an open exchange of ideas and experiences. We are fortunate in having a supportive, local state member – Bob Debus, who has also referred clients and our community newspaper – The Blue Mountains Gazette has published articles regarding the Centre and the NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME. In addition the Centre has received 17 requests from all over the state for information regarding our NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME and these enquirers have received preliminary information packages, posted or faxed, the same day; telephone support is also provided to all groups contemplating scheme commencement.



As a result of expressed interest from mountain-wide organisations the Steering Committee successfully submitted for funds through the Western Sydney Area Assistance Scheme (WSAAS) for a 4 year NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME development worker to expand the scheme throughout the Blue Mountains community. This partnership with the Department of Urban Affairs and Planning has made possible, the employment of Christopher Brown – this puts Winmalee Neighbourhood Centre in the unique position of having a funded worker specifically for the NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME.



We are very pleased to announce that Lower Mountains Neighbourhood Centre will be adopting the scheme in the Lapstone to Warrimoo area, a further 5 townships will be served by the introduction of the NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME in the Lower Mountains. 



7. We are community based and value community participation.



The support of my management committee and encouragement and assistance of the steering committee members as well as the sharing of experiences at our quarterly NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME network meetings has been invaluable. It has been my experience that this is not a scheme that meets the needs of a large group of people. The criteria is tight, clients are asked to produce a large number of documents, and unless their budget can accommodate even low regular re-payments, then we would be doing our clients a disservice by forcing them into more financial difficulties.



We commenced our operation with a community information morning tea to provide information to community organisations operating in our pilot area. It was the stated intention of the steering committee that there should be user representation on the committee and one of our first clients  is now a valued representative who brings a wealth of first hand knowledge and experience to the Committee. The Winmalee scheme is one of 6 schemes that are operating and are members of the network in NSW and of these schemes Winmalee is the only community based scheme, the others being church based, However ALL are community managed.



8. We are working in a partnership with people, not for people.



Empowerment is gained when we work with people to change their own situation. We do not force solutions onto our clients, we advise them what we are permitted to do by our policies and we assist them with budgeting. We are not providing welfare but real personal empowerment. To purchase a brand new item, not secondhand, not a handout, and they work for their purchase and own it and do not have to pay premium rates of interest for the privilege. The ability to purchase a new item cuts down on expensive repair bills. Many first time clients have been able to achieve just that – a new item, and that builds self-esteem, self-confidence and self respect. At this point I would like to acknowledge the Local Community Services Association (LCSA) and their ‘LOCAL’ newsletter. This publication goes to 300 community and neighbourhood centres statewide, and was used as a vehicle to publicise the NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME. From this many centres have contacted Winmalee Neighbourhood Centre for more information which has been provided. Following our lobbying of our local state member – Bob Debus, two representatives from the Department of Fair Trading visited Winmalee Neighbourhood Centre to discuss their role in providing resources to conduct an independent evaluation of the Winmalee scheme, support this conference and research future initiatives. I would like again  to acknowledge the work and assistance of the Good Shepherd Centre in Melbourne. They provided much advise, training, information and encouragement to me upon my trip to their Centre in 1998, and their continuing support which is only a phone call away; this has also been provided to other NSW network members.



9. We are committed to respecting dignity of the user and supporting them in empowering their lives through gaining control of their financial situation.



I refer to the case of our client who had his family jewellery in hock to provide him with cash at a critical time in his life. The payments he was making were only just meeting interest payments and he had no hope of ever regaining these possessions that were so important to him. By approving a loan to him to regain these important possessions, he was empowered to regain control of his financial life. His letter of thanks verifies the importance of such a scheme as the NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME in providing low-income earners with dignity, often lost when situations occur in their lives as was the case with this gentleman.















Conclusion

In conclusion I would like to say that as a Community development Worker and Co-Ordinator of Winmalee Neighbourhood Centre the establishment of the Winmalee NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME has highlighted to me the benefits and appropriateness of NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEMES being established in grass-roots organisations.

Grass-roots organisations operate at a local level.

They are committed to their local area and have the interest of their local community at heart.

They are not for profit organisations, committed to social justice and access and equity principles.

They have a pivotal role in identifying the needs of their community and establishing services and programs to meet these needs.

Grass roots organisations have the scope to develop their own unique loans scheme with the flexibility to respond to local needs.



I would now like to take this opportunity to introduce four members of the NSW NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEME Network who have been conducting NO INTEREST LOANS SCHEMES in their respective local areas.



- Louise Mulroney from the Jubilee Centre in Bondi Junction.

- Sr. Bernadette Pattison from the Nagle Centre in Campbelltown.

- Margaret Jones from the Josephite Foundation in Bathurst, and

- Fr. Andrew Crane, a Franciscan working in the Claymore area.



Each will share an experience with you that they have encountered in their local area.











LYN TRINDALL

Lyn is currently working as the Community Development Worker and Co�Ordinator at Winmalee Neighbourhood Centre in the beautiful Blue Mountains.



She is committed to Social Justice principles and enjoys working on projects such as the No Interest Loans Scheme and food relief programs.  The Coalition Against Poverty operating in the mountains is a committee that she is involved with. In conjunction with the coalition, she would love to see the Blue Mountains City Council undertake the ‘Waste to Feast’ Project, piloted by South Sydney Council, as a viable project to provide the homeless and hungry people of the mountains with surplus food from shops and restaurants.



Lyn has recently led a successful campaign in the Blue Mountains to stop Vodaphone from erecting a mobile phone transmission tower and base station in a local park in Winmalee.  She has influenced the RTA decision to commit $150,000 to enable traffic lights to be installed at a busy intersection within her local community.



As an intending candidate for Blue Mountains City Council, she hopes to influence Council policy to include projects to address social justice issues.
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