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WPS DEVELOPMENTAL NOTE #54 
 

© Milton James 2006 

 

 

Topic:  Trial of rental homes 

 

The Work Placement Scheme (WPS) was first trialled in Renmark, South Australia. 

The town is situated on the bank of the upper Murray, approximately 260 kilometres 

from Adelaide and 20 kilometres from the Victorian border. The town was established 

in 1887 by the Caffey brothers as Australia’s first irrigation settlement. The area was 

well known for its stone fruits (apricots, peaches, nectarines, plums and pears) owing 

to times when there were better markets and a very large cannery in the neighbouring 

town of Berri. When the cannery closed down, stone fruits were replaced by mainly 

citrus and wine grapes. The citrus industry is still expanding in the region, taking 

advantage of the deep sandy soils and the strictly enforced fruit-fly and disease free 

zone. 

 

When I first enquired into setting up a work group in Renmark, the local job agencies 

told me that employment in the region is strictly seasonal, no more than 7 months 

work. This has proven to be incorrect. My senior Work Group Supervisor, Tim 

Iosefellis, has managed to maintain a permanent group in the area, with the prospect 

of setting up a second group. We will always experience seasonal fluctuations in work 

that will result in fluctuations in group numbers, but we anticipate being able to 

maintain a minimum of 5 participants per group to a maximum of 10 participants per 

group. 

 

We have been able to form solid relationships with a number of employers in the area, 

including Yandilla Park Agribusiness, Mirage Citrus and Jim Goodman Pruning. 

Throughout much of the year, Yandilla Park has provided a considerable amount of 

work in thinning, picking, packing and weekend shed cleaning. Jim Goodman 

employs a number of our young people pruning citrus trees. 

 

Most of our Renmark participants were accommodated at the local government owned 

Riverfront Caravan Park. The WPS provides caravans to the participants and it’s their 

responsibility to pay for the site rent and power. We use caravans for a number of 

reasons: 

1) seasonal employment prohibits permanent accommodation; 

2) caravans are easy to relocate; and  

3) participants’ lack of cleanliness and respect for houses would prevent us  

    from gaining entry to the rental housing market. 

 

This arrangement with caravans worked well up until April 2006 when the Renmark 

Council sold their caravan park to a private organisation who soon after gave notice to 

all seasonal workers to vacate their premises. The reason given was that they wanted 

to convert the park into a tourist resort. 
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The option of moving to another caravan park in a neighbouring town was explored 

but distance, travelling time, and cost were prohibitive. We then explored the option 

of accommodating our participants and their caravans on a partly developed caravan 

site on land managed by Yandilla Park, known as Green Hill. This was viewed as a 

solution to our problem as it provided accommodation closer to their work, reducing 

the transport cost, and was well away from the distractions and temptations of the 

town. There was, however, one thing that bothered me about this idea – that was its 

similarities to an outstation which can socially exclude young people from 

mainstream communities. 

 

My concern with outstations was raised in my 2004 paper titled; “Petrol sniffing on 

Cape York – An intervention strategy”. In this paper, I talked about the drawback of 

using remote outstations as a means of dealing with petrol sniffers. My argument is 

that if we accept that chronic sniffers are more likely to be 

 poorly educated 

 hold no marketable work skills 

 persist in displaying irresponsible and socially disruptive behaviour 

 have an inability to form lasting relationships 

 suffer from low self-esteem, depression and suicidal thoughts 

then these young people are indeed in need of considerable support and supervision. 

 

Most outstations, like detention centres, are by nature limited in their ability to 

prepare young people for constructive participation in the wider world. In other 

words, they are deprived environments. They can not provide the necessary 

stimulation, knowledge and skills for successful participation in the wider world. 

They also run the risk of deepening antisocial tendencies and increase participants’ 

dependence on an environment where the necessities of life are provided by others. 

 

My view is that rather than sending young people to outstations, we should be helping 

them to participate in the wider society; not excluding them. 

 

Putting my concern to one side for the moment, we had planned to try and locate up to 

15 caravans, accommodating up to 20 participants, including any additional support 

staff, for the duration of the citrus picking season, reducing to half this number 

throughout the remainder of the year pruning citrus trees and other miscellaneous 

work. 

 

Problems began with this plan when the development costs for the park were quoted 

to be over $100,000. This was followed by a small local caravan park lodging an 

appeal on the grounds that we would take away their business. It didn’t seem to matter 

to these people that their park is too small for us to use. Furthermore, they charged 

nearly double the average site rental fee. In any event, we were not welcome in their 

caravan park anyway. This was followed by another appeal lodged by a Renmark City 

councillor whose house was situated about half a kilometre from the Green Hill site. 

Readers should not be too alarmed about this. Renmark City Council is much the 

same as any other council in that they all have their fair share of narrow-minded 

people. I know this because many years ago I was the South Australian Department of 
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Family and Community Services representative on a number of Renmark City 

Council boards, plus the fact that I was born in the neighbouring town of Loxton. 

 

Faced with all these problems, I felt we had no option but to look at the rental housing 

market. Tim Iosefellis went to all the local real estate agents, but had no luck. Then 

through word-of-mouth, he found an ideal 3 bedroom house about 7 kilometres from 

town situated amongst fruit blocks. A few weeks later, he found another on the same 

street about 6 kilometres from town also surrounded by fruit blocks. The first house 

presently has 8 participants (a chook house with 4 chooks) and the second house has 5 

participants. 

 

The WPS signed the lease and payed for the bonds, while the participants pay for the 

rent and utilities. Participants must cook their own food and keep their house clean 

and tidy, maintain the gardens and mow the lawns. Tim and the other Group 

Supervisor carry out regular inspections. The picture below shows our first house with 

some of its resident workers. 

 

 
 

 

At the time of writing this report, the boys have been living in the houses for 14 

weeks and so far so good. When they first arrived, their neighbours were horrified, but 

they are now very friendly with the boy, coming over for regular chats and baking 

cakes for them. 
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So, what we have here is a sensible balance between, on the one hand, my concern 

about social exclusion, and, on the other hand, the realities about exposing these 

young people to a range of distractions and negative influences of the town. The 

picture below shows our second house. 

 

 
 

 

Wednesday, 1 November 2006 

 

 
Hi Milton 
 
Good to see this written up, and especially good now that you are accompanying the notes 
with photos – brings us closer to the action. 
 
What you are saying here about not isolating the young folk, yet giving them appropriate 
support as they aspire to work in the mainstream like others is a really significant insight. Is it 
not this idea – of integration that is particularly appropriately supported ̶ that has had 
promising results in transitioning some other marginalised people – e.g., living in the 
community for the disabled, or the old ‘half-way house’ for ex-prisoners – into achieving 
‘capabilities to develop lives they value’ (as Noel might say)? Here the objective is not 
mainstream integration per se (as is John Howard’s) but building the capabilities of those 
people, while understanding that ‘appropriate’ means addressing their specific issues with 
particular sensitivity, such as you have with Indigenous youngsters. 
 
Cheers for your work 
Jackie 
 


