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INTRODUCTION.

The Queenslanders with Disability Network (QDN) has the potential of providing people with disability with a unique opportunity for influencing positive change within the social and political environments of Queensland.  If managed well, this change could emanate from and impact at the local, regional and statewide level.

For such change to be relevant and focussed upon the interests of people with disability, it is important that elements such as participation, trust, the balance of power within QDN, and the credibility of QDN amongst social and political power brokers are actively fostered, safeguarded and maintained.  From the outset, the organisational structure and ethos of QDN must reflect these important elements.

However, it is also vital that QDN does not become a bureaucracy.  QDN’s organisational structures and ethos should not be so rigid as to deny QDN itself the ability to change and to remain flexible and responsive to the issues that are affecting people with disability.

The conflict of interests, and demands, between the political realities of QDN receiving State-government funding, and that of QDN remaining true to its values and members, is also an issue that must be considered and carefully managed.

In summary, making QDN work for Queenslanders with disability across all of Queensland is going to require the balancing of different interests, demands, expectations and issues of those same Queenslanders with disability.  Also, this balance needs to be achieved without compromising what is determined by Queenslanders with disability to be the focus, value base, and purpose of QDN.

THE PURPOSE OF QDN.

The concept of “network” can mean a lot of different things to a lot of different people.  The same would be for ideas about what is the purpose of a network, even if there was agreement about what the concept of “network” meant in practical terms.  For example, is the purpose of a network to do advocacy, or is it to be a peak body, or is it a group of people who have exchanged addresses so they can be a resource to each other.

From attending the two conferences sponsored by QDN, one consistent theme or message has been evident.  This theme is that participants want to see changes happen, whether it is on a broad social and political level, or whether it is at the local community level, or whether it is through supporting someone else in another place of Queensland to influence change in their local community.

If the above is a correct interpretation, a clear purpose for QDN could be to encourage and support positive social change for and with Queenslanders with disability.

DETERMINING WHAT IS “POSITIVE SOCIAL CHANGE”.

The interpretation of what is positive social change will vary according to what different people might hold as being important or valued with respect to their own circumstances, their expectations and view of others in society, and their global view of how society should function.  The controversy unleashed around the Queensland Government’s initiatives to close institutions such as the Challinor Centre is an example of different interest groups having very different ideas of what constituted “positive social change”.

Therefore, as a network of and for people with disability, it is valid for QDN to determine for itself what it considers to be positive social change.   A common theme from the two QDN conferences has been the importance for people of being an accepted and valued participant within their local communities.

It could then follow that positive social change could be any action or activity that serves to enhance and promote the accepted and valued participation of people with disability within society.

The existence of an agreed upon value base for QDN is an important step towards ensuring coherency and focus in pursuing such positive social change.  This value base should act as the framework for guiding decision-making within QDN, and for keeping QDN honest when decision-making and actions need to be taken prior to any opportunity for consultation with its membership.

However, the existence in itself of a value base still does not guarantee a united view around what is positive social change.  In fact, given the diversity of social conditions and experiences, it would be difficult to imagine any universal concept of positive social change.  This includes amongst people who have a disability.  The existence of a disability does not guarantee commonality of life experience, social thought and personal values.

Credibility and strength can be given to QDN’s value base through coherent linkages with other well-established and accepted social and political statements and conditions that underpin the functioning of our society.  For example, statements by the United Nations, State and Federal legislation, and social norms and acceptability of practices within the wider community.

Therefore, given there is no universal concept of “positive social change”, it is up to the QDN to define for itself an understanding of what constitutes positive social change, and be prepared to defend this definition in the face of criticism.

THE STRUCTURE OF QDN.

There are three tiers of organisational structure that could facilitate the effective and efficient functioning of QDN as a network, which would take into account the need for member participation at the local, regional and State levels.  These structures also take into account the status of QDN as the recipient of State-government funding, and the evolutionary history of QDN.

The tiers reflect three different operational models.  The first revolves around the management of the relationship between the State-government and its expectations of QDN as a funded body, and the management of the network itself.  For the sake of this discussion, this tier will be referred to as “the hub”.

The second model relates to QDN responding to systemic issues that are seen as being of particular priority, which are of a fundamental nature in facilitating positive social change at the macro or State-wide level.  An example would be QDN choosing to take a position around inclusive education for all students with disability.  For the sake of this discussion, this tier will be referred to as “the macro response”.

The third model supports those members who choose to take on issues that are relevant to their local communities, which will facilitate positive social change at the micro level.  An example would be improving access in a rural town or major population centre.  For the sake of this discussion, this tier could be referred to as “the micro response”.

Each tier offers a different manner of participation for QDN’s membership, and is intended to maximise the ability of QDN to acknowledge the differing needs of its members to have issues important to them addressed in an effective and responsive manner.

THE HUB.

The hub is essentially the management section of the network, which would formalise the existing elements of the organising/steering committee and the paid workers.  It is a top down approach, which is necessary if QDN is to effectively and efficiently account for the funding it receives from the State Government.

The issue of whether QDN’s acceptance of government funding compromises its ability to function as a genuine network of and for people with disability is an important one.  However, it is also a matter that needs to be considered in the context of what would have evolved in terms of a network of people with disability without government funding, and in terms of how perceived and actual conflicts of interest can be recognised and managed.

On the matter of what might have evolved in the absence of government funding, history would strongly suggest that nothing would have evolved.  The reality is that the development of an effective Statewide network that has the capacity to organise itself into being a legitimate voice on behalf of a social group will require co-ordination, planning and resources.

Perceived and actual conflicts of interest, as long as they are recognised, can be minimised through the existence of a very clear value base, and through the network being keenly focussed on its primary purpose.  The network must know its bottom line, and be prepared not to compromise beyond this point.

On a practical level, the organising/steering committee would become a Management Committee, which would be responsible for the employment of workers, the management of QDN’s relationship with the State Government, and for overseeing the effective and efficient implementation of QDN’s functioning at the macro and micro level.

Participation of QDN’s membership would be through the development of its value base and purpose, and in determining and supporting priorities for actions at the macro level.

The QDN membership would need to entrust its Management Committee with the responsibility of making decisions that affect the day-to-day operations of, and other immediate demands placed upon, the network.  Decisions made by the Management Committee would need to be rationalised against and focussed upon QDN’s value base and overall purpose.

THE MACRO RESPONSE.

Positive social change can occur at the local, regional and statewide level.  It can also occur through individual or group actions.

The macro response is a structure that will enable QDN to participate in discussion and policy development at the Statewide systemic level, and enable individual members from the different regions to participate with one voice.

For example, on a yearly basis, the QDN might decide to pursue a certain position with respect to an issue that impacts negatively upon people with disability on a statewide basis.   The issue in question would be decided and/or agreed upon through consultation with the membership, with the QDN Management Committee and workers being responsible for developing strategies and opportunities for voicing its position on the issue.  Any response from QDN would need to be accountable to its value base and position on what would represent positive social change.

The macro response would provide QDN with the opportunity of placing priority upon a specific social condition or government policy that is unfair and unjust with respect to people with disability as a whole.  The macro structure allows for consultation, but also allows QDN to express itself in a timely manner, and with the confidence of having the support of its membership across the different regions of Queensland.

THE MICRO RESPONSE.

The micro response is about QDN supporting people with disability to influence positive social change within their local communities.  This would involve the sharing of ideas about strategies, the sharing of skills, information and knowledge, and the providing of moral support.

In the same way that the membership would support QDN in the macro response, the QDN would support individual people at the micro level.   A further consideration is that such a structure would help balance, and thus lessen the tension that can exist within a network.  These tensions being between different interest groups, the diversity of equally significant issues that arise within various local communities, and the need for QDN to remain united and focussed upon those core systemic issues that affect people with disability in general.

For example, the lack of physical and communication access is important issues that need to be addressed to differing degrees across a diverse range of local communities.  A core systemic issue underpinning this lack of access is the broader issue of our society not being fully inclusive and accepting of people with disability as valued and respected members of our society.

With the former issue, people with disability in their local communities could be supported by QDN to influence social change, whilst the latter issue could be a priority that QDN could pursue on a more systemic and political level.  Each effort feeds into the other, but without causing undue stress on the unity of QDN as a voice for people with disability.

To protect the integrity and credibility of QDN, any micro response would also need to be tested against QDN’s value base and position on what is a positive social change.

CONCLUSION.

This discussion makes an assumption that QDN will need to conform to certain realities within Queensland’s social and political environments, such as the receipt of government funding, and the physical distance and diversity represented through QDN’s members and the communities they come from.

The receipt of government funding is a conflict of interest that QDN will have to work through constantly.  A balance will need to be drawn between the expectations and demands that will be placed upon QDN by the funding body, and QDN remaining true to its value base, purpose and membership.

There will never be a perfect organisational structure for QDN.  However, it is very evident that there is a strong commitment amongst the original steering committee, the participants from the last three conferences, and the workers alike to making QDN work for and with people with disability. 
