People Connecting: Connecting People Forum
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Fantastic, brilliant, holistic, fun, welcoming atmosphere, excellent presenters, honest, upfront speakers, inspirational, great range of people - were just some of the comments about the Mayors Taskforce for Jobs forum held in Nelson in November, hosted by Chair of the Taskforce and Mayor of Nelson, Paul Matheson.   Around 100 people, including 20 Mayors, practitioners, local and central government officials attended the forum to hear of new initiatives, connect with people working in the same fields and problem solve issues.   A great dinner and Pacific entertainment was also a feature of the forum.

In opening the forum, Judge Andrew Becroft, Principal Youth Court Judge - Te Kaiwhakawa Matua o Te Kooti Taiohi, inspired the participants with his own story and by dispelling myths about young people with facts such as:

· Youth offending has remained a stable 22% of total offending over the last 10 years

· Only a small percentage of offending by under 17 year olds is “serious” offending

· Violent offending by under 17year olds has remained relatively stable in the last five years despite some recent seriously violent crimes involving young people

· Less than 20% of youth offending comes to the Youth Court

· Our rates of diversion lead the work but are little recognised in New Zealand 

· The number of charges processed in the Youth Court has remained relatively static in the last five years.

Judge Becroft focused on the importance for young people to be in the workforce, giving numerous positive examples to counteract the often negative portrayal of our young people, concluding that:

“Finding work does work in terms of reducing youth offending.  Programmes need to be carefully focused on the needs of each young person and foster close links with the community in order to be successful.   .This improves life for the individual young person and for the community which thereby avoids some of the massive financial and emotional cost of crime”.

Judge Becroft’s presentation entitled “Why Work Works – Youth Offending and Employment” is available on the Taskforce website at www.jobsletter.org.nz 

Another highlight of the forum was the presentation from Mayor Bob Harvey (Waitakere City) who spoke on leadership and the role of Mayors.   Mayor Bob’s presentation highlighted the many and varied roles Mayors play and the power of the collective and collaborative approach to leadership saying that “To understand leadership you have to find a good orchestra and the words to sing”.

Young people shared their stories, emphasisng the importance of support, information and positive role models at key points along their journeys from school to education and/or training and into fulfilling work.

Celia Lashlie, who is working with the Nelson Connections Programme, challenged the forum to work on relationship building within their communities, to deal with difficult situations and work openly and honestly together, noting that in Nelson it had taken nearly 18 months to get real discussion.   One important factor was to acknowledge the “key people in key positions” who had the power to facilitate action or hold up the process.

Professor Ian Shirley, Director-Institute of Public Policy, Auckland University of Technology, shared an historical perspective and reported on his work with the Taskforce on the vision of youth and job guarantees.

Other presenters were Mike Smith (National Operations Manager, Ministry of Social Development), Simon Worthington, (Actionworks, Christchurch) and Jan Francis (Executive Officer, Mayors Taskforce for Jobs).    Mike Smith outlined the Ministry’s role and support for youth employment initiatives and his role in working with the Taskforce.   Simon Worthington outlined the work of his organisation and the number of very successful programmes they were running with young people.   Jan Francis gave examples of successful Mayors initiatives around the country, noting that factors which make a real difference include the leadership of the Mayor, good co-ordination of all agencies, key passionate committed people, and adequate resourcing.

Practitioners and Mayors held separate workshops and Mayors had a very informative bus trip around Nelson’s successful transition and youth programmes.

Closing remarks from Mayors Dale Williams (Otorohanga) and Garry Moore (Christchurch), highlighted the need to remain focused, committed and passionate and find creative ways of achieving success when the going gets tough at the coal face.

The forum was a wonderful event and a great success with feedback being extremely positive.   The Mayors Taskforce for Jobs is keen to repeat such forums, particularly in regional areas and will be supporting other events in the coming year.

Presentations are available on the website at www.jobsletter.org.nz
