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CRA Vision for Carlton - Community Centre/Library Resource Centre

Background 

The bizarre reality is that, according to reliable socio-economic data, Carlton is the poorest postcode in Melbourne. Amidst this endemic poverty are pockets of relative socio-economic residential affluence, world class tourist attractions, a plethora of restaurants, many luxury retail and ever more institutions - medical, NGO and educational – most of which pay no rates.

This paradoxical mix, though colorful and superficially ‘vibrant’, does not automatically translate into a viable community for those of us who live and work here.  The ‘dark’ side of diversity is the incidence of self-referential ‘ghettos’ and the consequent lack of community cohesion. In order to counter this we need public spaces in which to facilitate opportunities to gather and interact. Carlton lacks this most basic of all community infrastructure – public space.

A much broader vision is needed for Carlton. We need community space which will be inclusive of all Carlton’s diverse population - residents, business, public housing tenants, students, the 16,000 workers and visitors who commute here each day.

In 2007 a Learning Needs Analysis of Carlton Community was commissioned by the City of Melbourne (CoM) in collaboration with the Department of Planning and Community Development (DPCD) as base data upon which to address chronic severe learning disadvantage within the precinct. The analysis refers to “the urgent need improve the life chances of residents, workers and visitors within Carlton” and focuses on Public Housing tenants. It segments the needs of children and families, of young people, of workers in paid work, and people who are active but outside the workforce. All would make use of community space/ library – if one were available! 

We need a centrally located space where all Carlton can learn and develop and be community. 

Rationale for Community space in Carlton

We have nowhere to ‘be’ a community. Where can the community meet? Where can cultural and social life happen? On the streets? In cafés and restaurants? Sure - at prohibitive cost to many in our community. In the various church buildings? Sure - well intentioned but potentially divisive and problematic. Our community is a volatile socio-economic and cultural mix here in Carlton. Free or low cost secular, centrally located community space, which is attractive and accessible to the community, will be conducive to harmony in our community. Such community space will service to liberate public housing tenants from their marginalization and isolation (on two large tower blocks, on Lygon St, and, tending to be forgotten, on Nicholson St), from their sense of powerlessness and victim mentality, by providing a space to interact with members of the wider community. 

Beyond facilitating harmony we have an obligation to offer more that merely essential services to the community. It is understandable that the primary focus in Carlton, considering the dire circumstances of so many residents is to address primary health or other services related to welfare. But this is not enough.  

The conventional community meeting places are not open to the private or public community members. Unlike surrounding suburbs Carlton has no town hall. Our town hall is in the CBD a tram ride away and, given that the CoM has outsourced the management of this venue to Spotless, hiring costs are prohibitive. Likewise the Athenaeum theatre, (where Readings Books need to go for larger presentations). Similarly ‘local’ libraries are located in the CBD and not available for community use: the State library is not a lending library, and the CAE library is heavily over-subscribed by CBD workers and CAE students. The North Carlton Library is over Princes St in the City of Yarra, and is similarly heavily over-subscribed. 

And what of Carlton’s ‘external’ or public spaces? Our historic gardens, traditionally places for community gatherings? Leaving aside the permit maze which deters many in our community from seeking access, the costs of hiring are prohibitive. Argyle Square, for example, costs $13,200 per day. Access to the Carlton Gardens is also restricted since it too is leased out by the MCC for commercial gain.

Site Options 

The search for an appropriate, accessible, secular, low or no cost community space in central Carlton has been decades long. Various sites and/or options have been investigated, and rejected by successive Councils and governments. Primarily because of the key criteria - size, availability, location, financially viable. However, the ideal premises have become available, in the ideal central location - the Kathleen Syme Centre on the corner of Faraday and Cardigan Sts.

Kathleen Syme Centre (KSC) - Why this space?

This building meets all key criteria:  it is available, it is central, it is large, it will address disadvantage by functioning as a space in which the identified learning and social needs of the community can be met.

This unique, historic building, Carlton’s first Primary School, was ceded to the Department of Health in 1972 when demographics changed. It will be available in 2011 and presents a unique, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to acquire a significant, stand-alone building for Carlton. The City of Melbourne fully supports the concept and is prepared to acquire the building. In so doing CoM acknowledges its responsibility to provide this vital infrastructure for the entire Carlton community. 

The State Government, specifically the Department of Health, will take action, post 2011, to dispose of this publicly owned building in a number of ways. In a letter from Minister Andrews he stated that the building will be offered to other Government departments. Should it not be required it will be sold, “in accordance with the Government’s policy and instructions for the purchase, compulsory acquisition and sale of land”. The CRA considers the community interest should have precedence. We are deeply concerned that the Government will bow to The University of Melbourne’s expression of interest in the building in its 2008 Master Plan.

Obviously the State Government has options, which provide an equitable outcome for the community, including some which generate profit to the Government. Note that infrastructure facilities and services are designed to in part support public housing tenants, who are the direct responsibility of the State and Federal Governments as well as the City of Melbourne. Local member and Minister for Education, Bronwyn Pike, has suggested a range of State funding possibilities to assist CoM purchase the building. Also there are potential benefactors.

Options for the State Government:

1. It can cede KSC to the City of Melbourne for community use 

2. It can simply pass it over to another State government department 

3. It can regard the MCC as a legitimate occupier on an equal footing with any other State government department 

4. It can sell KSC to a preferred buyer – e.g. City of Melbourne for profit 

5. It can sell the building to the highest bidder

6. It can explore other PPP options

Potential use – community and commercial

We have established that the KSC may be developed to satisfy the core community need for a Library / Community Space. We will not and should not be definitive about the eventual use of such community infrastructure at this stage, however through informal consultations across the community over many years and in significant detail, we have established the following ‘wish –list’ of potential uses:

· a library/resource centre to address learning needs

· large, all weather spaces for cultural, social and commercial events/exhibitions/performances   

· toy library 

· tool library 

· visitor centre 

· a space for playgroups and homework groups

· space for Community Learning – CAE, RTOs

· a Carlton history display, including the Dept of Housing “pink room” arts project

· a Carlton Football Club display

· space for a business incubator

· community/arts incubator

· Small and large meetings spaces for local clubs and groups 

· space for arts, literature, fine arts displays  

· space for performances, rehearsals, workshops, music and drama

· space for activities to foster international student relationships with the Carlton community

· space for 200 plus people for public, private & commercial events - launches, all-weather craft 


    markets, in particular for students and the African community.

Most importantly, CRA has established that there is the potential for commercial exploitation of the building. We have the support of local traders and other community stakeholders in the arts and in sport. Such commercial arrangement would, in part, fund community use and so ensure on-going financial viability of the building. The space is large enough to accommodate, for example the Vroom Ferrari exhibitions usually housed in tents at Festa time, or to display the memorabilia from the Carlton Football Club currently housed in the City of Yarra, or to accommodate the huge wedding and funeral events needed by the Horn of Africa community, or book launches, or craft markets etc. There is also the possibility of a coffee shop like Brunetti at the Potter Gallery, a non-profit restaurant or other commercial rentals, room hire etc.

Crucial geographic location 

The KSC is at the major public transport entrance to Carlton adjacent to Swanston Street trams and one block from Lygon St. buses. 

It is sufficiently close to draw tenants from the Public Housing Estates. Walking distance means that the community incurs no traveling costs. It is in a well-lit, open and safe part of the precinct, close to other facilities, and does not have security problems which a space within the RWH complex would present.

The KCS is central to the 10,000 international students living on Swanston St in sub-standard cubicle ghetto style accommodation. The plight of our international students is well documented. They are lured to Melbourne either study or accumulate visa points and for a large number, their time in Carlton, will be devoid of any meaningful community interaction.  Educational Institutions take little responsibility for the extra curricular living experiences of international students, beyond the odd sausage sizzle and day trip to see penguins. The use of low-cost community space would constitute the first step in creating opportunities for students to mingle with the community.

Action required

A unique opportunity now exists for the City of Melbourne and the State Government to collaborate in the retention of this heritage icon as a Carlton Community Centre/Library Resource. If sold on the open market, the building will be lost to the Carlton community forever. We request that: 

· Local member Minister Pike argue on behalf of the Carlton community for special consideration to the State government (primarily the Department of Health). Minister Pike should persuade Minister Andrews that, on the grounds of social equity and appropriate use of public infrastructure the needs of Carlton community should be paramount when he arranges the disposal of the KSC in 2011. 

· The Minister for Health, Daniel Andrews, broaden his considerations in relation to the appropriate and equitable use of public buildings. The needs of the Carlton community must be considered in relation to this site.

Greta Bird and Jackie Watts
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