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The social Impact of technology Changes Communities: 

From anger and violence to hope and opportunity 

A Social Enterprise NGO, WorkVentures and Microsoft develop an IT Connect Technology Training Centre 

to address unemployment, poverty and violence in Aird’s, N.S.W. 
 

 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ŘƛǎŎƻƴŎŜǊǘƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ CǊŀƴŎŜǎ WŀƳƛŜǎƻƴΣ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ƛǊŘǎ [ƻŎŀƭ 9ƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜ /ŜƴǘǊŜΣ 

describe what the Airds community was like just ten years ago.  Her gentle eyes and soft Scottish accent 

ŀǊŜ ŀǘ ƻŘŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ōǊǳǘŀƭ ǎŎŜƴŜ ǎƘŜ ǇŀƛƴǘǎΦ  άLŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǎƪ ƳŜ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜΣ L ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ 

have a vision of an upturned table with four holes in the bottom.  The table was the only protection for the 

kids who hid behind it when a drug dealer broke into the house and attacked with a pitchfork.  The 

children were able to protect themselves with the table, and eventually escaped through the window.  But 

one man was impaled in the chest.  There was blood everywhere. I had to organise for that to be cleaned 

up ς ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜΦ  Lǘ ǿŀǎ Ƴȅ Ƨƻō ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǇƛŎƪ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŜŎŜǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΦ  !ƛǊŘǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ 

ƘƻǊǊƛōƭŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ōŜΦ  Lǘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǿŀǊ ȊƻƴŜΦέ 

 

!ƛǊŘǎ ƛǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊΩǎ ŘǊƛǾŜ Ŧrom downtown Sydney, but it could be like another country for the kids 

growing up there.  With five large public housing estates in the area, there is a significant concentration of 

poverty.  Unemployment is between 25-30% in many of the estates.  Frances started working for Housing 

b{² ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ ¢ŜŀƳ [ŜŀŘŜǊ ǘŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΦ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ŘǊǳƎ 

gangs, and violence (shootings, stabbings, home invasions and fire bombings) was not uncommon.  Five 

years of being called in the night to clean up after the violence, and watching drug dealers ruin young lives, 

began to take its toll, and Frances, with the enthusiastic support of the Department of Housing, decided to 

do something about it.  A big part of the solution was to provide services and a safe place that would 
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engage the residents.  Particularly !ƛǊŘΩǎ youth.  The community itself was asked what they wanted.  The 

ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ΨŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜΩΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǘƻ ŜƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŦƻǊŎŜΦ   

 

At ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ aƛŎǊƻǎƻŦǘΩǎ 

community partners, WorkVentures, a 

social enterprise NGO, approached Frances 

with an idea to develop an IT Connect 

technology training centre for Airds.  As a 

Community Microsoft Authorised 

Refurbisher (MAR) and a Microsoft 

Unlimited Potential Community Technology 

Skills program partner, WorkVentures could 

provide computers, software and training 

programs using Microsoft curriculum. 

WorkVentures and Microsoft had already 

joined with the NSW Department of Housing to 

develop four other IT Connect centres in NSW housing estates.  With the leadership of Frances, and 

following the direction of the Airds community, the WorkVentures Connect@Airds Local Enterprise Centre 

was born.  With community consultation, a range of courses were developed to offer the computer skills 

necessary for a variety of employment purposes as well as the development of small enterprises.  The 

Centre was then fitted with 20 refurbished computers, loaded with Microsoft software, and Microsoft 

curriculum. 

 

¢ƘŜ ƴŜǿ 9ƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜ /ŜƴǘǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǘŀŦŦŜŘ ōȅ CǊŀƴŎŜǎΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ά9ƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜ aŀƴŀƎŜǊΩΣ ŀƴ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŜΣ 

two program coordinators, and an IT trainee ς many drawn from the community and given the training 

necessary for their jobs.  The word began spreading that there was a place that cared about helping, and 

provided the training needed to pursue opportunity.  The sense of community empowerment was huge, 

and change in the community is now manifestly evident.  Control has been taken from the drug gangs, and 

the Airds Centre has become a focal point for hope and economic advancement. 

Frances talks about one client as a good example of the personal impact of the centre.  This client had been 

in and out of prison for 10 years.  It was impossible for him to find a job.  One day he dropped into the 

/ŜƴǘǊŜΦ  IŜ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ƛŘŜŀ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ŀ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƭŜŀǊƴΦ  .ǳǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǘƛŜƴŎŜΣ 

guidance and application he progressed through classes and learned a variety of IT skills.  Finally he was 

ready to apply for a job and sent in the resume he had developed with the help of the Centre.  He got the 

job the next day. 

 

άL ƭƻǾŜ Ƴȅ Ƨƻō ƴƻǿΣέ ǎŀȅǎ CǊŀƴŎŜǎΦ  άLǘΩǎ ŀ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƪƛŘǎΦ  L ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜΦ  

Their lives have changed, ŀƴŘ ǎƻ Ƙŀǎ ƳƛƴŜΦέ 
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Missy  
 

One of those kids is Missy, a bright, attractive young woman.  Missy was raised by a single mum.  Her two 

sisters left home to have a better life, but Missy stayed with her mum in the Airds housing estate.  She 

ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜŘ at school and wanted to leave by year 10.  Her mother encouraged her to stay through 

ȅŜŀǊ мнΣ ōǳǘ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ǊŀǊŜƭȅ ŘƛŘ ƘŜǊ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦ  άL ŦŜƭǘ ǎǘǳŎƪΣΩ ǎƘŜ 

ǎŀȅǎΦ  άaǳƳ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƧƻōΣ ǎƻ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ƻƴ how to prepare a resume, or apply for a job, or 

Řƻ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿΦ  L ƳŜŀƴΣ L ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎΣ ōǳǘ ƴŜǾŜǊ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŜ ƧƻōΦ  L ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘΦέ 

 

Missy felt she had nowhere to go.  Girls around her were having 

ōŀōƛŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ǎƘŜ ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƘŀt lifestyle.  So she 

started on Work for the Dole (a government funded program where 

unemployed individuals work on community projects in return for 

unemployment benefits), and was assigned to do some work at the 

Airds Local Enterprise Centre.   

 

According ǘƻ CǊŀƴŎŜǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ƳŜǘ aƛǎǎȅΣ άL ǎŀǿ ŀ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭΣ ŀǿŀǊŜ 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴΦ  !ƴŘ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΣ ΨǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƘŜǊŜΣ ǎƘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ 

ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘƛǎΦΩέ  aƛǎǎȅ ǿŀǎ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƛƎƴ ǳǇ ŦƻǊ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ L¢ 

Connect courses, where she became proficient in a whole spectrum 

of administrative IT skills, including word processing, data entry and 

spreadsheets.  Importantly, she was able to relate these skills to job 

seeking, and develop the confidence to apply for jobs again.   

 

Following her IT Connect courses, she was hired after her first interview 

and now has a job with the responsibility of helping run a steel pole and accessories company ς preparing 

quotes and sending emails, doing spreadsheets, tracking supplies, and managing the delivery system.  She 

loves her job aƴŘ ƘŜǊ ƴŜǿ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ  ά! ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻ L ŦŜƭǘ ǎǘǳŎƪ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ŜǎǘŀǘŜǎΣέ aƛǎǎȅ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊǎΦ άLǘ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ƘƻǇŜƭŜǎǎΦ  bƻǿ LΩƳ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ Ƨƻō ŀƴŘ LΩƭƭ ǎǘŀȅ ƘŜǊŜ 

ŀǿƘƛƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ Ƴȅ ŎŀǊŜŜǊΣ ōǳǘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭiving in Airds forever.  For the first time I can see a 

ǿŀȅ ƻǳǘΦ  LΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜ ƴƻǿΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƳƻǊŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ LΩƭƭ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ǘƻ ŀ 

more pleasant, peaceful environment.  I finally feel confident about the direction of my lifeΦέ 
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WorkVentures IT Connect 

 

 άhǳǊ ƭƻǿ Ŏƻǎǘ ǊŜŦǳǊōƛǎƘŜŘ t/ǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘ ŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƻ 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǘƻ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǘƻ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΦέ  Anthony Cammell, Head of Marketing and Community 

Partnerships, WorkVentures 

 

WorkVentures is a social enterprise NGO and has been a partner with Microsoft Australia for over 25 years.  

¢ƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻ ǘƘŜ aƛŎǊƻǎƻŦǘκ ²ƻǊƪ±ŜƴǘǳǊŜǎ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǿƻƴ ǘƘŜ tǊƛƳŜ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ !ǿŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ [ƻƴƎ ¢ŜǊƳ 

Contribution to the Community. 

 

The organization operates in the community as a catalyst for social change by undertaking initiatives to 

empower disadvantaged people to build positive futures. Computer refurbishment and providing 

opportunities through education and IT training are core programs in their work in the community.  

WorkVenture has recently provided its 10,000th customer with a refurbished PC ς all of them delivered to 

disadvantaged individuals or NGOs who provide related services to underserved communities. 

WorkVentures also facilitates the  Microsoft training curriculum and train the trainer programs, developed 

and delivered through the Microsoft Unlimited Potential Program. 
 

WorkVentures is guided by five pillars that test and align existing and proposed strategies: 
 

¶ To narrow the digital divide that exists in disadvantaged and isolated communities through the 
MAR computer refurbishment program, developing IT Connect Centres, and IT training programs; 

¶ Create pathways and opportunities for employment through IT training, traineeships, its job 
network and technology repair services; 

¶ Support individuals and communities to build sustainable small enterprises through  Local 
Enterprise Centres; 

¶ Encourage individuals back into learning through lifestyle and educational programs in strategically 
located IT Connect Centres; 

¶ Work with Indigenous people and communities to identify and support sustainable solutions to 
long-term issues, and to be an agent for change and progress in their communities. 

 

The Community MAR program in particular benefits the community in 4 principal ways.   

 

1. It helps mitigate the growing environmental problem of discarded PCs.  Large companies and 
government in particular, are able to recycle their computers through a Community MAR.  
²ƻǊƪ±ŜƴǘǳǊŜǎΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ²ŜǎǘǇŀŎΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ōŀƴƪǎΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŦƻǊ 
Westpac to manage computer redundancy in a socially responsible manner.  WorkVentures picks 
up superseded computers and at their own facility cleans the hard drive and performs any required 
maintenance, and loads them with Windows XP Pro and Office 2003, donated by Microsoft.  
Computers not suitable for redistribution are used for parts, maximising the environmental 
sustainability.   
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2. Disadvantaged communities and individuals have a source of reliable, low cost computers, helping 
address the social problems of the Digital Divide.  NGOs can source their computers through 
²ƻǊƪ±ŜƴǘǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ a!wΩǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜir own programs or 
provide them to disadvantaged clients.  WorkVentures creates three different technology packs to 
suit a variety of needs, and a fixed term Internet connection is included to start them on their way.   

 

3. Throughout the refurbishment process WorkVentures provides employment and training to 
disadvantaged individuals interested in working in the technology industries.  In the technical 
process they acquire the valuable skills, experience and confidence to pursue a career in IT, and in 
the call centre they are given what is often their first responsible professional position. 

 

4. For WorkVentures, the Community MAR program enables hardware and software to be accessible 
through the IT Connect centres in public housing estates.  These Connect centres currently provide 
over 12,000 residents with the opportunity to access Information Technology, gain new skills, and 
make a difference to their own lives. Microsoft plays an important part in the ongoing provision of 
these services.  

 

άhǳǊ /ƻƴƴŜŎǘ ŎŜƴǘǊŜǎ are a place in the community where people can come to begin the process of realising 

their potential and reaching for their dreams.  The centres offer people a safe, respectful and non-

judgmental environment where they are valued as individuals and given the opportunity to learn the skills 

ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾŜǎΦέ  Anthony Cammell, Head of Marketing and Community Partnerships, 

WorkVentures. 

 
Craig  
 

Craig was a typical kid growing up around the housing estates.  He was uninspired by school ς preferring to 

concentrate on the social life available ς smoking marijuana by age 14, then taking up alcohol in a big way 

by age 16.  With no motivation to concentrate on 

his studies, he would spend time in the 

classroom drawing marijuana leaves in the 

back of his notebook, and was constantly in 

trouble.  But he was good with his hands, so he 

quit school at year 10 and took up a carpentry 

course at the local vocational college, TAFE.  

After the first year he quit that as well to try an 

apprenticeship as a plasterer.  His drinking 

Ƙŀōƛǘǎ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ŘǊƛŦǘŜŘ 

from job to job.   

 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƘŜ ŘƛŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŘǊŜŀƳΦ  άL ƪƴŜǿ L ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ 

ability to run my own buǎƛƴŜǎǎΣέ ǎŀȅǎ /ǊŀƛƎΣ άōǳǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƘƻǿΦ  L ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ƛŘŜŀ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘΦ   
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!ƴȅǿŀȅΣ L ŦŜƭǘ ŀ ōƛǘ ƭƻƴŜƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴΦέ ²ƛǘƘ ƴƻ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƻǊ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ 

real plan for the future, he was adrift.   Even after he had begun a relationship with his partner, Bianca, he 

ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŘǊƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƘŀōƛǘǎΦ  ά.ŜǘǿŜŜƴ Ƨƻōǎ L ǎŀǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳŎƘ ŀ ƭƻǘΣέ ƘŜ ǊŜŎŀƭƭǎΦ  ά¢ƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ 

ŀ ōƭŀƴƪΦέ 

 

Things changed when Bianca fell pregnant.  With the birth of Breeanna a light came on for /ǊŀƛƎΦ  άL 

ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ L ƘŀŘ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΦ  άLǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǊŜŀƭ ǿŀƪŜ-ǳǇ ŎŀƭƭΦέ 

 

He had heard about the Airds Local Enterprise Centre, and one day he took a look at their Newsletter.  He 

decided to give it a try.  He was interested in gardening, so he took a gardening and home maintenance 

course that gave him the computer skills to run a small business.   His ability to develop competence in IT 

ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŜŀǎŜŘ ƘƛƳΦ  IŜ ǿŀǎ ƘƻƻƪŜŘΦ  bƻǿ ƘŜΩǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŦƛƴƛǎƘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ¢!C9 ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǎǘarted 

Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ƘŀƴŘȅƳŀƴ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ ŀōǳǎƛƴƎ ŀƭŎƻƘƻƭΦ  άLǘ ŀƭƭ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ L ŎŀƳŜ ƘŜǊŜΣέ ǎŀȅǎ 

/ǊŀƛƎΦ  άL ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΦ  bƻǿ L Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ǉǳƻǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾƻƛŎŜǎΣ 

ŜƳŀƛƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ōŀƴƪƛƴƎΦ   LΩǾŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ƭƻƎƻ ŀƴŘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŎŀǊŘǎΦ  L Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜ Ƴȅ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƴƻǿΧŀ 

ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦέ 

 

Craig is now a proud man, preparing for the life he wants. 
 

 

For more information: 

WorkVentures - http://www.workventures.com.au/index.htm  

Microsoft Authorised Refurbisher (MAR) program - http://www.mar.partners.extranet.microsoft.com/APAC.aspx  

 

 

 

http://www.workventures.com.au/index.htm
http://www.mar.partners.extranet.microsoft.com/APAC.aspx

