How can services and communities come together? The experience of ‘one stop’ service centres  
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Mr Gerada discusses the aims of Malta’s ‘one stop service centres’ and how this model was rolled out. He considers the model in the context of Malta’s strategy for social welfare and that of other regions, assessing both the factors for success and potential obstacles to effective cooperation at a local level.
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Part A: The Theoretical Background
Introduction
The community project ACCESS is an example of integrated social services that puts the client at the core of the systems, focuses on the personal needs of the person and attempts to address these needs in a holistic manner.
ACCESS was established in the Cottonera area – Malta’s main harbour area region in December 2002, following the adoption by the European Committee for Social Cohesion (CDCS) of the Access to Social Rights in Europe Report (Daly, 2002).  It was set up to respond to the high incidence of unemployment and complex social problems as it provides a focused, holistic and outreach method of intervention to the needs of the local community. 
ACCESS acts as an innovative service platform that brings together a number of different social welfare service providers, so that it can effectively intervene to help reduce the risk of poverty and social exclusion among children and young persons together with other vulnerable persons who live within the same community. 

Access to Social Rights in Europe Report
Following the second Council of Europe summit in 1997, social cohesion was declared to be one of the main objectives of the Council of Europe.  As a result, the European Committee for Social Cohesion (CDCS) was established, which was given the task of developing and implementing a "strategy for social cohesion”.  This new intergovernmental steering committee brought together several formerly separate areas of work, namely social policy, social security, and employment, and therefore work on social cohesion was now based on a multidisciplinary approach.  
In May 2002, the Report on access to social rights was published by Professor Mary Daly, bringing together the conclusions of three groups of specialists namely the Group of Specialists on Access to Social Protection (CS-PS), the Group of Specialists on Access to Housing (CS-LO), and the Committee of Experts on Promoting Access to Employment (CS-EM), as well as of other activities carried out within the Council of Europe in the fields of Health and Education.  In addition, the report emphasised the interdependence of social rights by bringing out the common ground between the conclusions of the different committees.  
The report had two main themes.  In the first instance, it emphasises the interdependence of social rights.  It was agreed that lack of access to one basic social right had a spill-over effect, in that it can make it harder for the persons concerned to gain access to other social rights and in other words it creates a risk of multiple exclusion.  The report therefore tries to make linkage across the different domains of social rights rather than treating them in isolation.  

In the second case, the report underlines that the question of access to social rights needs to be the subject of attention in its own right.  The report focuses on the relationship between putting a legal and other provisions in place and the level of access to social rights achieved..
Daly’s report states that access to social rights depends upon these three closely related factors:

· the declaration, framing or form of the right;

· the process and procedures instituted and the resources made available to give effect to the right

· the situation of, including the capacities and resources available to, the potential rights claimants.

The underlying view is that access to social rights forms a chain whereby the declaration and framing of the right, the process whereby it is to be realised and the activities and resources necessary to realise it, especially on the part of the potential rights claimants or users, are all interconnected.
Framing and Forming 
The framing or form of a right includes its legal character, and the structural and other aspects of social provision that give it effect.  This legal position has to be looked at side by side with key aspects of the structure and design of programmes.
The Process
Process is the second element involved in accessing rights. This is related to public social supervision and whether it provides the programmes, conditions and resources necessary for social rights to be realised or exercised.  Factors which are relevant include the procedures for accessing and claiming rights and benefits, the manner in which services are managed, organised and delivered, the degree of enforcement and how the communication about benefits, services and procedures is arranged.  Matters relating to the training of staff and the provision of information to potential rights holders are also relevant issues here.
The Claimant 
The third link of the chain is the potential rights claimant.  It is important to remember that human rights are fundamentally non-majoritarian (Donnelly, 1994). Non-majoritarian means that they are concerned with each rather than all and aim to protect every individual, not just most people thereby leaving some excluded.  In a nutshell, they are rights that apply to people by virtue of their humanity.  Claiming or asserting a right depends not just on the individual’s legal position but also on the resources and capabilities that he or she has available.  As well as financial resources, intellectual, social and cultural capabilities may be involved.  Linguistic facility, information and knowledge, economic resources, social skills, psychological and socio-cultural resources as well as social contacts (including with NGOs) may all need to be mobilised to gain access to social rights.
Obstacles to Access to Social Rights in Europe
A range of obstacles to the realisation of social rights exists.  Obstacles are of various kinds and are not unique to any one domain.  The Access to Social Rights report suggests that they can be organised on the basis of broad types, of which there are 7.  The table below sets these out along with their most common manifestations.  In practice these obstacles are overlapping and hence to be thought of in terms of a chain of obstacles.  In other words, one has to think of a spiral of exclusion from social rights.  

	Type
	Obstacles

	Specification of right and adequacy of legal and other provision
	· Lack of precision in the specification of the right or entitlement

· Rights limited to particular sectors of the population

· Gaps in the Social Safety Net

· Lack of specification of a basic threshold or minimum standard

· Exclusive conditions of access or entitlement

· Mismatches between the nature of provision and need

	Inadequate monitoring and enforcement
	· Inadequate monitoring
· Inadequate protection against the non-realisation of rights
· Discrimination and/or differential treatment
· Inadequate responsibility to users

	Resource Shortages
	For Providers
· Insufficiency of a range of resources (funding, staffing, facilities, equipment)

· Failure to guarantee or provide resources on a long-term basis

· Imbalances in resources between levels of administration

For users or rights claimants
-   Insufficiency of a range of resources and capabilities including financial resources, educational capacities, personal resources, social skills and contacts

	Management and procedural
	· Fragmentation between levels of administration and among services
· Inadequate integration of and consultation with NGOs and users

· Complexity of procedures

· Obstacles arising from the mode and practice of service delivery

	Information and Communication
	· Insufficient stock and flow of high-quality information
· Inappropriate form and nature of information provided

· Underuse of “new” or alternative channels

	Psychological and socio-cultural obstacles
	On the part of providers:
· Negative expectations of and predisposition towards certain groups

· Stigmatisation of certain groups

· Lack of understanding of minority cultures

On the part of users of right claimants:
· Fear and insecurity induced in and by public procedures and settings

· Low self-esteem

· Cultural Obstacles

	Inadequate attention to vulnerable groups and regions
	Vulnerable Groups:
· The existence of vulnerable groups which may lack the “resources” to claim benefits and services

· The existence of overlapping difficulties among these sectors of the population

Vulnerable Regions:
· The existence of regions or localities which are multiply-deprived
· Lack of investment in certain communities and localities

· Climatic and Geographical obstacles which act to cut off areas or regions


Table taken from Access to Social Rights in Europe (Daly, 2002) pg. 35
On the basis of all this information together, we are now in a position to identify the main challenges in regard to access to social rights in today’s Europe.  There are 7 core challenges:

· to strengthen the entitlement to social rights and improve relevant provision;

· to strengthen the monitoring and enforcement in relation to social rights;

· to increase the resources made available to realise social rights;
· to modify and improve the procedures and management of services and benefits which are intended to give effect to social rights;

· to improve information and communication about social rights and related benefits and services;

· to combat psychological and socio-cultural obstacles which hinder access to social rights and affect both service providers and users;

· to specifically target vulnerable groups and vulnerable regions for the purpose of improving access to social rights.

Principles 
The Access to Social Rights in Europe report suggests that eight principles are integral to good rights practices.  These do not relate in a linear way to the challenges identified earlier but, rather, cross-cut them.  Furthermore, they should be seen to be in a complementary rather than in a hierarchical relationship with one another.  None takes precedence over the other but.  The eight principles are:
1. User-oriented Service delivery

2. Enabling, empowerment and development
3. Quality
The Human Dignity and Social Exclusion Project (HDSE) sought to concretise the meaning of quality (Duffy, 1998).  It developed the standard the standard of “triple A” provision.  The “triple A” reference is to:
· Adequacy: the minimum standard offered should be sufficiently high and a high proportion of the population in need should be covered;
· Accessibility: there should be less complexity in regulations governing access to social rights, clear eligibility procedures and full implementation of provision;

· Affordability: the ability of individuals and households to purchase goods and services should be a priority for policy as should be the cost of provision.

Among the best practices on quality development identified by Pillinger (2001) are:
· participative approaches where quality is linked to choice and autonomy for users;

· user empowerment and involvement in planning;

· improvements that include meaningful and practical methods of assessment implemented with the participation of both users and front-line staff;

· quality objectives that are relevant and adaptable to local settings;

· quality standards developed in partnership with staff, management and users.

It should be pointed out that quality essentially implies the promotion of effective and high quality services and that the available resources are used for that purpose.

4. Integration of services and benefits
5. Partnership and inclusion
6. Transparency and openness
7. Equality
8. Monitoring and review of implementation
Policy Guidelines
Having set out the general principles, we will now look at the specific guidelines.  This section will portray a series of cross-sectional guidelines organised on the basis of the seven challenges identified with regards to access to social rights in today’s Europe, drawing in addition on the principles and practices to promote access as discussed above.  Priorities for future activity, both immediate and long-term, are central.  The table below sets out these main policy guidelines:
	Type
	Policy Guidelines

	Specification of right and adequacy of legal and other provision
	· Make entitlement comprehensive and explicit

· A programme of measures to improve the adequacy of provision

	Inadequate Monitoring and enforcement

	· Better monitoring of provision

· Rights proofing of all policies and proposals

· A charter for users
· Action to counter discrimination and/or differential treatment
· The establishment of a National Social Rights Observatory

	Resources
	Resourcing providers:
· Improve adequacy and continuity of resources (funding, staffing, facilities, equipment)

· Minimise imbalances in resources between levels of administration

Resourcing rights claimants:
· Inform and empower people to be able to claim their social rights

· Provide adequate mediation and support

	Management and procedural
	· Reduce fragmentation between levels of administration and services
· Involve NGOs, users and other actors in civil society
· Reduce complexity of procedures and procedures of access

	Information and communication
	· Communication and information exchange should be a priority

· “New” and alternative channels as well as mobile services should be used

· Tailor the information to different sectors of the population

· The quality of information and the effectiveness of the communication strategy should be regularly reviewed

	Psychological and socio-cultural obstacles
	On the part of providers:

-   Counter Stigmatisation of and negative predisposition to certain 

 groups through training and behaviour change

On the part of users and rights claimants
-    Better perception of, facilities for and recognition of the situation of 

     Users

	Inadequate attention to vulnerable groups and regions
	Vulnerable Groups:
· Resource (understood in the broadest sense) these sectors of the population so that they can claim their social rights

Vulnerable regions:
-    Target Policies specifically on vulnerable regions and localities


Table taken from Access to Social Rights in Europe (Daly, 2002) pg. 75

So while on one hand the facility to access social rights is pivotal to avoid social exclusion, the ability of the institutions to demonstrate and provide an integrated system of small services is critical to address the various needs of the individual.  
The Concept of Integrated Social Services
  “Integration” is conceptualised as a continuum or ladder of integration, which methods chosen to suit specific needs, circumstances and possibilities.  There is growing evidence that the integration of various public services is becoming a major policy priority in many European countries.  The focus was substantially upon social and health services and to a lesser extent includes other public services, such as education, and employment.  

The following are some of the main arguments in favour of integrating social services with one or more major public service:

1. Benefits to service users: - A better outcome for users

2. Specific benefits from different forms of integration: Typical benefits quoted in publications include:

· improving the speed of response to identified needs;

· simplifying the decision-making process by involving fewer people;

· ensuring a better use of resources;

· reducing communication failures;

· increasing satisfaction with services.

3. Social Exclusion and integration: Joined up solutions are required for problems with multiple causes.  Traditional service separation is seen to have largely failed in this respect.

4. Integration is cost effective
Barriers to integration

There can be significant barriers to integration as Nies (2004) indicates in relation to attempts to integrate social and health care services.  His examples include:
· Insufficient public funding for services: - resulting in waiting lists with an effect on referrals and service provision that make it hard to implement integrated, smoothly operating systems;

· Complexity of the system

· Lack of responsibility – major barrier for decision making

· Supply-driven systems: despite the ideology of needs and client-driven systems, practice is still often determined by supply and providers’ interests

· Human resources

· Integration becoming an end in itself: Integration will be supported as long as it delivers better outcomes for users, but will be resisted if instead it becomes a way of solving other system problems.

Part B: The ACCESS Project

Integrating Social Services in Malta
At present, the social service in Malta that most resembles a combined/integrated service for a specific user group is the community project – ACCESS.  The project was launched in November 2002 under the auspices of the Ministry for Social Policy.

The ACCESS complex – A family and community resource centre 
The Access complex was started in 2002 as a “one-stop shop” service centre in a high-density area with multiple needs.  Planning the centre involved government and NGO organisations, resulting in a multi-service centre with social and community work; childcare and family support; employment and training; social security; housing; and a day centre for persons with disabilities.  A board of directors oversees the strategy and policy of the centre.  A management committee is responsible for operational matters and monitoring of the service.

A Brief History of the Project

In the year 2000 a proposal was submitted by the Social Welfare Development Programme (now known as Appogg) for the setting up of a resource centre in Cottonera. A report was drawn up outlining the philosophy, aims, client groups, range of services, staffing requirements and cost of the project. This was discussed with key stakeholders such as the then Ministry for Social Policy, the Cottonera and Kalkara Local Councils, the Employment and Training Corporation and the Housing Authority. A report was commissioned to explore the scope of the project, the needs of the community and the potential partners and service providers. The project was approved by the Ministry for Social Policy and a site was identified. ACCESS was jointly funded by Appogg, the Employment and Training Corporation (ETC), the Department for the Elderly and Community Services, the Housing Authority and the Ministry for Public Works and Infrastructure.

A manager was appointed to lead the project and plans were drawn up to transform what was then a storage facility into a community resource centre and focal point for the residents of the surrounding localities. Works started on the construction of the complex in 2001 and came to an end in October 2002. This included the renovation of an existing military building dating back to 1904 – which is a listed historical building, the construction of two new wings to house the Family and Childcare Centre and the Day Centre for People with Disabilities, as well as considerable landscaping to create a welcoming environment.
There were already a number of existing services operating within Cottonera at the time. These included the Department for Social Security Regional Office, the ETC Job Centre and the Appogg Community Development Unit. The localities of the Cottonera region also had among the highest population density in the southern region with a steadily aging population as most young couples chose not to remain in the locality; the highest levels of unemployment; among the lowest participation rate of women in the workforce, the lowest academic achievement rates and aspirations accompanied by high levels of truancy and absenteeism and one of the highest percentage of residents living in substandard or inadequate housing conditions. It was therefore thought appropriate to pilot the project in this region in an attempt to address complex socio-cultural factors in a community based, holistic, multi-agency, multidisciplinary and client centred approach. This would hopefully improve accessibility to a number of social services, introduce new and much needed services and develop community initiatives with the aim of empowering those individuals who had the potential to take an active role in bringing about positive change.

A marketing campaign was drawn up to launch the project and make it known within the Cottonera area. It starting operating and was opened to the public on the 16th November 2002.
The Cottonera Region

The Cottonera Region is made up of 3 main cities – Vittoriosa, Senglea, Cospicua and  a suburb known as Kalkara.  Vittoriosa is the oldest city and the previous capital city of the island,  while Cospicua is the most densely populated (see Appendix A)

Socio-Demographic Overview of Cottonera and Kalkara

Cottonera and Kalkara, were in the past known for their shipbuilding industry. This sector experienced a serious decline and the area was hit by high levels of unemployment. Many from the upper and middle classes moved out during the war and leased their properties to new dwellers at relatively cheap rates. The average population density for Malta stood at 1,282 persons per square km. The Three Cities by far exceed this figure with Senglea being the most densely populated at 1,923 persons per square km despite a decrease in population over the past decades. The area is also marked by a high number of vacant dwellings and the proportion of these empty buildings is expected to continue to rise in the Southern Harbour District.

Further to the decline in the shipbuilding industry, in the Cottonera community, the unemployment rate is high, rent is cheap, educational aspirations are low, living on benefits is sometimes taken for granted, illegal and delinquent behaviour is accepted and many are involved in the black economy.  Success in school is not particularly valued and there is a resistance to the highly structured environment of the educational system. Absenteeism rates in the Three Cities are above the national average in both primary and secondary state schools with Cospicua Primary (15.04 days per pupil compared to national average of 7.86) and the Boys’ area Secondary school (25.04 days per pupil compared to national average of 15.83) of most concern.  Abuse of the benefit system is simply one of the survival strategies as are illegal activities such as usury and the peddling of illegally imported or stolen good. From the age of fourteen onwards, finding a job becomes the main focus. 
There are over 600 individuals or approximately 9.8% of the unemployed population hailing from the Cottonera region registering for employment the great majority of whom are male. Of these around 10% are under 20 years of age. 

Community based initiatives such as ACCESS focus on promoting civic engagement among residents that can help to address the negative self-image often held by community members who often view themselves as ‘failures’ and intervening at different points in the life-course through projects and services to break the cycle that results in the reproduction by subsequent generations of the parents’ position of limited opportunities and social exclusion. ACCESS staff are continually confronted with the dissonance between post-modern values sought by employers and those espoused by working class young people in order to assist them in adapting to a post-industrialised society. While social class may rarely be discussed directly by young people, it continues to be threaded through the daily fabric of their lives: it is stitched into codes of respect, accent, dress, music, bodily adornment and comportment. In short, the affective politics of class is a felt practice, tacitly understood and deeply internalized. (Nayak, 2006)
Aims of the Project

The philosophy of ACCESS, from its inception, has always been to move away from mere service consumption to one of individual and community empowerment. The principles on which it is based include supporting the family as the best environment for personal growth; mobilising resources within the community; building informal and formal support networks; developing the individual potential; participation of residents in order to foster a sense of ownership and creating self-reliance rather than dependency.
The main aims of the project were:

· to provide a one-stop shop for the fulfilment of the social and personal needs of families as units and of individual family members themselves;

· to strengthen the fabric of society by a strengthening of families/individuals in this region;

· to assist and facilitate the operations of existing local groups and of new ones which may arise to fulfil some, as yet unmet, social need or common interest;

· to serve as the focal point for the delivery of a wide range of services for families and individuals in Cottonera;
· to assist in the social regeneration of the Cottonera region, in such a way as to complement the physical and architectural regeneration being undertaken or which shall be undertaken in the near future.

In 2006 these aims were further developed with the formulation of the mission and vision statements for ACCESS drawn up by the management team of the complex. The mission statement set ACCESS ‘to be a catalyst for sustainable community development and long-term social change through a genuinely collaborative, participatory, holistic and empowering approach which improves the quality of life for all residents in Cottonera and Kalkara.’ The vision for the project encompassed the aims of enabling and facilitating the development and well-being of the Cottonera and Kalkara communities by:
· listening to people and assessing their needs and issues;

· being supportive, inclusive and valuing all service users, volunteers and staff regardless of age, race, religious belief, gender, ability or sexual orientation;

· working in partnership with others and seeking to build alliances of benefit to the community;

· delivering quality in all that we do to achieve the best within our resources;

· striving to remove barriers to participation through ensuring accessibility to services and working with community groups to build their skills, knowledge and capacity so they can act to address their community needs and issues;

· planning and evaluating practice and enabling staff to work effectively with the community;

· addressing the particular needs of children, listening to them and enabling them to have a voice;

· promoting a culture of service user involvement in the planning, implementation and evaluation of projects and services.

While a process of change was necessary, the scope of involvement was to move away from an interventionist approach to one supporting community initiatives. In order to involve the grassroots community, foster a sense of ownership and raise awareness on issues of social justice it was first necessary to get to know the community. Making contacts with community leaders, voluntary organizations, Local Councils, parishes and identifying informal and formal networks and structures was an important step in this process. It was also at times necessary to involve local people in debates and discussions on various aspects of their community in order to elicit their needs and interests and identify the necessary strategies that could bring about change. This involved identifying resources within and external to the community that could be utilized and accessed such as funding sources, skilled members of the community, educational institutions and so on.
The ACCESS Partners

As mentioned above, there are five partners within the Cottonera Community Resource Centre. A brief description of each is given here.
Appogg Smartkids Family and Childcare Centre

Appogg Smartkids Daycare and Family Support Centre is increasingly recognized as a model of best practice on the island in the care of children aged between 18 months and three years and incorporates the services of a daycare and family support service, catering for the whole family. The Centre is committed to providing quality childcare services in order to support and strengthen the family unit, guided by the underlying principle that the family is the best environment for personal growth. The Centre also provides training programmes for parents to enable them to become more empowered individuals as well as better parents. The center offers state of the art child care facilities, drafted to European standards. Fees are assessed according to each family’s joint income with around 90% of families falling into the category of non-paying clients, and 10% paying a subsidized fee. Keeping a percentage of fee paying, middle class families also helps to reduce the risk of children attending being stigmatized.

The Centre welcomes a number of student placements throughout the year, mainly from the Malta College of Science, Art and Technology. These make it possible for the Centre to expand its cohort of children throughout the summer months to include past service users between the ages of 3 and 5 years. The Centre has also worked on developing a language and communication room, which includes a puppet theatre, a book and toy library, a music corner, a quiet corner, and a dressing up corner. Moreover volunteers have helped in decorating walls with murals designed by the Centre Coordinator.

Appogg Cottonera Community Services

This service has been present in Cottonera for over ten years expanding its remit from Cospicua to the Three Cities and Kalkara on joining ACCESS. The mission of the Cottonera Community Service is to work closely with the local community in order to facilitate and encourage a process of change within the community through local participation. The Unit strives to enhance the local potential, to offer optimal individual and family social work services that are aimed especially at the most vulnerable in the community, whilst taking into consideration the context, culture and everyday life of the residents.
The life situations of service users present a number of difficulties including substandard housing, unemployment, relationship breakdown, poor health, substance abuse, large family compositions and poor social skills. The nature of cases dealt with vary considerably ranging from adolescents with emotional and behavioural difficulties, children at risk, persons with mental health difficulties, childcare issues, family problems and difficulties associated with ageing. A number of community work projects focus on literacy, employment, leadership skills and informal education among others.
The service has also been instrumental in supporting the introduction of Homestart Malta - a

voluntary organization providing a parent-to-parent support service. 
The Employment and Training Corporation Job Centre

The Employment and Training Corporation, Malta’s Public Employment Service, was set up in 1990, to provide and maintain an employment service; to find suitable employment and to assist employers to find suitable employees; to provide training services to clients seeking new jobs and to clients already on the job but wanting to improve their knowledge and skills. The ETC Job Centre at ACCESS is one of four regional centres and offers a number of employment services, training and job searching facilities. It comprises a registration service and a Job Centre services include the information on job vacancies and training opportunities, profiling of job seekers and drawing up personal action plans, and the issuing of CV’s and employment histories. In addition to these services, available at all Job Centres, the ETC has also been actively engaged in the development of specific projects in partnership with other entities at ACCESS such as the Women in Work project that seeks to motivate and empower women to become active in the labour market and Project Reach which addresses the issue of school absenteeism. One of the ETC programmes called Job Experience Scheme (JES) targeting young job seekers was initiated at ACCESS in collaboration with the Appogg Agency Community Worker and later adopted on a national level.

The Department for Social Security Regional Office

Social benefits play a major role in assisting individuals and families at risk of poverty. It is estimated that the number of those living below the poverty line would double from 15 to 30 percent without such social transfers. The Department for Social Security Regional Office provides services to the public throughout the whole lifespan. The office deals with all types of applications for social benefits which an individual might require at some time or other in the life cycle. Applications are submitted, among others, for Social Assistance, Maternity Benefits, Children’s Allowance, the issuing of Social Security numbers for those starting employment for the first time, ‘Karta Roza’ (Pink Card) for free medicines and requests for subsidies on water and electricity bills. This office also deals with a number of pension schemes including Retirement Pensions, Disability Pensions, Invalidity Pensions, Widow’s Pensions as well as foreign pensions. The office has also been involved in the delivery of information sessions to ETC registrants as well as to those participating in the Women in Work project. 

The Housing Authority

The cities of Cospicua, Senglea and Vittoriosa rank high on the list of localities with sub-standard housing. The majority of houses within the Cottonera Lines are not owned by the residents, often resulting in a lack of maintenance and the need for substantial repairs and alterations. The service has evolved from one that was office based to one that is more outreach oriented with a community worker being engaged to raise awareness in the community about the various schemes and services offered by the Housing Authority. The Community Worker also assists service users in filling in the relative application forms and supporting individuals and families throughout the process.

The Day Centres for Persons with a Disability

Around 18 service users with varying intellectual disabilities attend this Centre on a daily basis.  The activities offered at the Centre are designed to encourage and lead service users to manage their lives better and according to their personal wishes and preferences. Individual plans therefore play an important role in meeting the needs, abilities and wishes of each service user. Social, educational and recreational activities are held regularly throughout each week. Individual and group training is provided on a regular basis enabling each person to develop his/her personal skills and abilities. This has assisted service users in increasing their independence at home as well as in society. The day care services also serve as respite and support to the service users’ main Carers. This is important as many of these Carers are elderly parents who in their own right require support. This aspect, while important, remains secondary to the provision of learning opportunities for service users.
Foundation for Educational Services
Launched in late 2001, the Foundation for Educational Services (FES) was conceived as a mechanism that works hand-in-hand with the Education Division at the Ministry of Education in Malta to provide a range of innovative educational initiatives including ones in the field of literacy, family learning support and parental participation.  The FES is currently offering various services including Community Literacy Outreach Projects and secondary prevention family literacy initiatives.
How ACCESS Functions

ACCESS falls under the Ministry for Social Policy (MSP) as do most of the entities which are part of the complex. A Board of Directors oversees the overall strategy of the complex and its various services and projects. Senior officials from the entities based at ACCESS are present on this board.   The ACCESS manager also sits on this Board which meets every two months. A Management Team comprising the Service Leaders of the entities at ACCESS meets every two weeks to discuss operations, joint projects, emerging needs, new developments in the community, staff training issues and to update one another on any new initiatives which might be undertaken by each service.
The Centre has an agreed operational plan covering a 12 month period.  It spells out the main issues the centre would focus on and the various initiatives that the entities would carry out jointly.  This plan is drawn up following consultation with the Ministry for Social Policy and local authorities.

There is no common set of policies and procedures as each entity responds to a parent ‘company’.  Appogg Smartkids, and the Cottonera Community Services and the Day Centres for People with a Disability are all agencies within the Foundation for Social Welfare Services and therefore have common policies. However, as mentioned above, ACCESS does have a Mission Statement and a Vision which are shared by all entities. With the exception of the Department for Social Security Regional Office, which forms part of the Public Service, all other entities fall under the rules of the Public Sector.
Apart from the formal structure of Board of Directors and Management Meetings joint training sessions and team building events serve to facilitate positive working relationships among staff from the various entities. On an informal basis services users are often referred to other services by the service provider which is their first point of contact. This is facilitated by the fact that all entities are based in the same complex. Literature on all services is also available at the reception area for the benefit of staff as well as service users. A number of joint projects are organised involving collaboration between two or more different entities at ACCESS as well as other local or national organisations active within the community. An important aspect of the role of ACCESS is to network with other community groups and this is done through meetings with community leaders such as mayors, the religious and voluntary organisations’ representatives where possibilities for co-working are explored. The relationship with Local Councils has improved over the years as trust and respect for each other’s work and contribution to the community has developed.
The Staff

Staff at ACCESS vary in skills and qualifications depending on the nature of their work.  These range from low skilled jobs such as cleaning and security related positions, vocational posts such as gardening, maintenance, childcare and support workers, administrative posts such as clerks, to professionals such as social workers, psychologists, and youth and community workers. Most staff are either public service or public sector employees and salaries vary according to their role and the grade occupied. Opportunities for career progression do exist. Most entities offer various training opportunities throughout the year and lifelong learning is encouraged and supported. The contribution of volunteers is valued and these are often involved in the delivery of Community Development projects such as literacy projects and the summer school organised annually. Training and supervision is provided for volunteers.  A number of students undertaking various courses at post-secondary or under-graduate level also carry out placements with ACCESS entities as part of their course requirements, while job placements are periodically made available to registered unemployed. These are supervised and mentored by ACCESS staff.
Tackling Poverty and Social Exclusion among Children and Families

There are a number of factors that place individuals at risk of poverty and social exclusion. It was estimated that 15 per cent of the general population is at risk of poverty. The at-risk-of poverty rates by population sub-groups were estimated at 55 per cent - single parents, 50 per cent – the unemployed, 29 per cent - persons in rented accommodation, 21 per cent - children (0-15 years), 18 per cent - retired persons
. Since the Three Cities have a high rate of registered unemployed, separated persons and families living in rented accommodation as well as an aging population it is reasonable to assume that the percentage of those at risk of poverty is higher than the national average in these localities. One of the main tasks of the services offered through ACCESS is therefore creating equality of opportunity for those who come from disadvantaged families in order to reduce the perpetuation of poverty and social exclusion from generation to generation. The establishment and consolidation of Smartkids and the Cottonera Community Services is one policy measure that is having a direct and indirect impact in improving the quality of life of children and families in the community.
It is now widely held that many aspects of an individual’s psychosocial development is formed between the ages of 0 to 5. The quality of care a child receives at the start of life has a significant impact on their later development such as their ability to form lasting relationships and exercising control over their behaviour. Smartkids supports parents in developing a healthy attachment with their children and utilizes structured activities and individualized programmes that target six areas of child development. These are emotional and social development, physical development, cognitive development, knowledge and understanding of the world, communication and language, and creative development. Emotional and Social development is fostered through interaction with carers and other children in a safe environment. Physical activities are an integral part of each day’s activities both indoors and outdoors and the centre also provides for a snack and ensures that the children receive appropriate nutrition. Cognitive ability is stimulated through carefully structured tasks using a large number of clear verbal instructions and questions, refraining from being controlling or intrusive, and offering praise and encouragement throughout the task. The experiences and learning opportunities created include opportunities to manipulate various materials and explore the surroundings which are hypothesised to be fundamental in fostering children’s intellectual maturation (Saltaris, 2004).  Knowledge and understanding of the world is fostered through the exploration of themes such as Maltese folklore and culture or the environment. Activities such as story telling and singing are some of the methods used to foster communication and language learning. Creativity is valued and play, painting, modeling and cooking are some of the activities carried out.
The Centre uses a key-worker system where children are attached to one carer who plans activities and programmes for each child and monitors their progress throughout. An important part of the work of the key worker is establishing a relationship with the primary carers of the children and providing them with feedback on the child’s progress. The communication works both ways as parents/carers also inform key-workers on what is happening in the home that could have a bearing on the child’s behaviour or learning. Parents/carers also receive support from the Centre coordinator who provides one-to-one consultation sessions when required.

The importance of providing the children with a stimulating environment while at the centre is of primary importance. There is also recognition however, that such an environment needs to be continued in the home. Therefore working with parents to ensure that they understand the importance of the provision of toys and learning materials to the child, stimulation of language, variety of opportunities and stimulation, organization of the physical environment, modeling, and parental responsivity and acceptance are a main feature of the coordinator’s role. This is done through parenting skills seminars, family workshops and individual consultations organized periodically throughout the year.  
Smartkids is a transversal project in its own right as it brings together various and important aspects for the development of the child and the well being of the family.  This is important to point out because many migh wrongly view the Smartkids service as a standard child care centre where children are left in the care of professionals for the parents to go out to work.
The Appogg Cottonera Community Service supports individuals and families on a short term as well as on a long term basis through social work intervention as well as through community based projects.  Social workers support families of children at risk in order to prevent such children from being taken into care. This could entail working with parents to address issues of neglect, physical or verbal abuse and mental health and referrals to specialized services such as those for addictive behaviours or psychiatric services. Social workers also deal with children and adolescents exhibiting emotional and behavioural difficulties. Such children often face difficulties within the formal education system and run the risk of truancy and dropping out of school all together. This puts them at an increased risk of unemployment, poverty and social exclusion. Changing life situations such as becoming a parent, marriage breakdown, unemployment or homelessness can have a debilitating effect on individuals and families and intervention at such times can be necessary for those who lack adequate support systems. Social workers also network with other community groups and organizations that can provide support at such times. (taken from ACCESS: Cottonera Community Resource Centre Host country Report – prepared by Ministry for Family and Social Solidarity for Peer review report).
Examples of Joint Projects and Services
Service users are seen as holistic individuals with often interdependent needs which are best met through an integrated manner of service.  Examples of integrated working in joint projects/services include:

· The “Job Club”, a joint project by the the employment and training services corporation.  This targets school leavers, providing skills-based training and support towards employment and integration in society;
· The Women in Work project, run by the same service partners.  It focuses on the issue of low employment of women, providing a tailor-made course to increase participants’ self-esteem and readiness to enter employment.  An important facility is a mentoring scheme for women;
· A “parenting skills” course for people with a disability, organised jointly by the Smartkids childcare centre and the Day Centre for persons with a disability.

· Project Reach - a joint project between ETC and Appogg works with those adolescents who are frequently absent from school. This project emerged following a study carried out by the Employment and Training Corporation which found that those students who dropped out of school early where more likely to suffer long term unemployment.  By addressing individual, family and school factors the project hopes to reduce the incidence of absenteeism and to improve the educational and employment prospects of these young people.
· ‘Progett Taghlim’ (Teaching Project) – a joint project between Appogg and Local NGOs aims to increase the academic attainment of children particularly by promoting literacy and numeracy and the value of education. This project utilizes young volunteers between the ages of 16 and 20 who each work with one child once a week, after school hours, assisting with homework.
· The Pre-Adolescent Outreach project was set up to offer a space for young people between the ages of nine and eleven for creativity and self-expression through informal education activities that also helped them to think for themselves and challenge their environment. The project enabled them to observe, learn and practice social skills, provided them with information that was useful to them and involved them in activities such as drama, sport and art. The children showed an increase in self-confidence and were better able to interact in a group setting. They also learnt new skills such as in the use of the internet.
· ‘Klabb Sajf’ (Summer Club) provides a safe environment and informal education activities for children between the ages of 6 and 12 years. This project provides creative and educational activities for children with the assistance of volunteers from the community on a twice weekly basis.  Learning through art and crafts, drama, sport and dance are an integral part of this project which ends with a talent show produced by the children themselves. ABACUS, a group of volunteers from the community put up a number of forum theatre events, held in local primary and secondary schools aiming at enhancing awareness of psycho-social issues such as bullying and relationships among children and parents.
Monitoring and Evaluation of Service Provision

The programme of work for ACCESS is outlined in its Operational Plan which is drawn up on an annual basis and as from 2006 a Business plan covering a three year period was also developed.  Overseeing the Implementation of the Operational Plan is the responsibility of the ACCESS manager who reports to the Board of Directors on progress at each meeting. Two reports bringing together the work carried out at ACCESS were produced for the period November 2002 to December 2003 and January 2004 to December 2005. Most entities such as Appogg and ETC also produce their own reports which include information on the services based at ACCESS. All these serve to keep service users informed on the work being carried out and also provide an opportunity for feedback and discussion.

In addition, all services keep various data and statistics that provide information on the uptake of services, keep track of waiting lists and evaluation reports are also drawn up for specific projects such as Project Reach, Klabb Sajf and the Smartkids Summer School project. Monthly reports are also submitted by Appogg services which provide information on the uptake of services, waiting lists, case loads, and project implementation among others. Staff appraisals are carried out on an annual basis evaluating performance as well as learning needs and professional development targets for each individual. Staff meetings and supervision help to ensure a high quality output and assist in preventing stress and burnout among employees. Training opportunities for staff also ensure that they continue to upgrade their skills and knowledge and also serve as team building activities which facilitate co-working. Attention is paid to standards of care set by the Government and these are strictly adhered to in order to ensure quality of service.
Peer Review 
On the 12th and 13th of June 2007 a Peer Review of the ACCESS Community Centre was held.  It was hosted by the Maltese Ministry for the Family and Social Solidarity.  In addition to the host country, seven peer countries took part: Cyprus, Hungary, Ireland, Lithuania, Portugal, Sweden and the United Kingdom.  Stakeholder representatives from Eurochild and the European Social Network also participated, together with representatives of the European

Commission’s DG Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities.  
The following are the key points taken from Dreven’s (2007) Synthesis report of the Peer Review.

The fight against poverty and social exclusion remains a major challenge for the European Commission and for all EU Member States. Among the seven key policy priorities adopted several are reflected in the aims of ACCESS especially:

· Increasing labour market participation;

· Tackling disadvantages in education and training;

· Eliminating child poverty;

· Improving access to quality services.
Eradicating child poverty remains among the key policy priorities identified in the 2005 Joint Report on social Protection and Social Inclusion by the European Commission. It is said that “Particular focus is given to early intervention and early education in support of disadvantaged children; and enhancing income support and assistance to families and single parents. Several countries also put increasing emphasis on promoting the rights of the child as a basis for policy development”.
The 2007 Joint Report on Social Protection and Inclusion by the European Commision highlights that Member States are stepping up their efforts to tackle child poverty, promote ‘active inclusion’ of the most disadvantaged in society and ensure equal access to health and long-term care. The Commission welcomes the progress made but underlines that big challenges remain.
The 2007 Report also emphasizes that Member States need to back their commitments to reduce child poverty by taking a multi-dimensional approach, including improving access to quality education and adequate housing, facilitating parents’ labour market participation, and protecting children’s rights.
For EU Member States operating under the logics of different types of welfare states (including different models of care and education) every practice is relevant to consider. There are indeed various ways to develop policies on services for children, parents and families. The choice largely depends on what type of Early Childhood Education and Care system (ECEC) is wanted and what type of rationale is followed. For example, are such services seen as private commodities or public goods? Do public authorities want markets and competition or networks and collaboration? Does a government want to provide for some

children (target populations) or provide for all children? 

Deven notes that at this stage, the Maltese government may be at a cross-road to decide under what type of services it wishes to develop for young children and their families. If Malta wants to develop a universal, integrated 0-6 system, in which services are available to all children as a right and providers are either local communities or non-profit organisations, than they can learn most from the politics and practices developed by Sweden or Denmark as examples of a social-democratic welfare state type.
On the other hand, if Malta wants to focus on service provision targeted on the most deprived children then it can certainly learn from the politics and practices developed by the UK government in the previous ten years. It has developed a very extensive planning system to develop such services, but it is based on services for very young children (under 3) being provided mainly by ‘for profit’ providers, within an explicitly market system of a liberal welfare state. Local authorities have responsibilities to ensure there are sufficient childcare ‘places’ through developing an effective market. But places clearly continue to lack in those areas which are non-profitable for private providers.
Since November 2002, the Maltese government demonstrates a strong commitment to give the early childhood years the attention and efforts they deserve in the best interest of children and of society as well (e.g. return of investments). In their National Report on Strategies for Social Protection and Social Inclusion (2006-2008) Maltese authorities refer to the following number of strengths over the past few years:

· an increased computer literate population with high Internet and mobile telephony penetration. To further foster such growth, a national ICT Strategy 2004-2006 was drawn up and is being implemented;

· an efficient and integrated financial services sector;

· effective social inclusion policies; and

· a relative low and stable unemployment rate in the labour market.
The Government also expresses its commitment to continue to nurture a caring society where everybody is secured with an adequate standard of living and full participation in the social and economic mainstream.
In order for innovations like ACCESS to succeed in other deprived communities in Malta, it is felt worthwhile that authorities and service providers would first consider to what extent three conditions are met simultaneously. For an innovation (ex. new type of service) or a new type of behaviour (ex. using a childcare service) to succeed it is necessary that the citizens are Ready (it must be advantageous to the actors), Willing (it must be culturally legitimate, i.e. ethically or religiously acceptable), and Able (there must be ‘technical’ means available, i.e. material, legal). The adoption of new behaviours (e.g. the use of a new service, another lifestyle) may imply that the slowest moving condition (of the three) sets the pace of actually observable change. Adopting innovations is often easier for the well-off (cultural and economic elites) and often more difficult for the deprived with few assets or modest amounts of human capital.  (Daven, 2007)
Relevance for and transferability to other national contexts

Transferability is thought to be more easy or feasible if policies and programmes have single goals, simple problems, few side-effects, actors with high levels of information and/or outcomes which are easily to predict. As these conditions hardly apply to ACCESS it is consequently considered more difficult to discuss policy transfer. However, as the Maltese government mainly holds a centralised model this represents an interesting experiment of social engineering (i.e. developing appropriate infrastructure, efforts to join up services, the management of various actors and stakeholders) providing worthwhile processes and mechanisms valuable to learn from as well.
ACCESS started operating and was opened to the public in November 2002. It coincided with the Council of Europe Conference “Improving access to Social Rights” where the report was presented. It was highlighted as an example of good practice in the Maltese NAP/Inclusion 2004-2006 report. ACCESS is the link between the policy and the practical level of combating poverty. By now, the Smart Kids centre within the ACCESS complex is hailed by the Council of Europe as a success story. It can now inspire similar initiatives around Europe.

European Stakeholder Organisations
The following is the European Stakeholder Organisation’s input to the peer review
Eurochild

According to Del Biondo and Anderson’s (2007) report, the ACCESS project improves the accessibility, especially to the more vulnerable groups, by providing all services in one building. It presents a holistic approach to solving the poverty problem.  

Eurochild calls for better monitoring systems to help ensure that services are best adapted to children’s needs and provide the best possible outcomes for children. Kids’ Count is referred to as a good practice of such data collection. This Dutch research initiative between various national and international children’s organisations yearly investigates the situation and well-being of Dutch children and young people.

Eurochild also submits a number of general recommendations:

· The child’s best interest needs to be placed at the heart of such Community Services;

· These services need to be free for low-income families, irrespective their employment status;

· Parenting support (based on partnership and empowerment) needs a much greater recognition and investment. It needs to be integrated with early childhood education and care;

· The role and responsibilities of early childhood professionals needs to be much more acknowledged and translated into sufficient levels of training and payment.
Considering the relevance of the ACCESS project some issues are especially emphasised. It is critical that better data collection and good monitoring / evaluation also measure outcomes for children. The training and qualifications as well as career paths for professionals working with under school-age children must receive due attention and investment. Last but not least, Eurochild welcomes the importance given to support parents in their role as principle care givers and educators of their children. This approach risks, however, to focus on perceived deficiencies in parenting and to move towards punitive approaches or making benefits conditional. Eurochild wants policies to focus on empowering and supporting families and first and foremost tackle the root causes of poverty and disadvantage in society.
European Social Network

IESN is the independent network for local and regional social services whose members may also manage health, education, employment and youth services. As a forum for policy and practice exchange and development and for the representation of local and regional social services in Europe, ESN supports the coordination and integration of local services.

The ACCESS model can be seen as part of a broader movement to coordinate or integrate local public services across various areas: to link social with employment services (Netherlands, Norway), social with health services (Italy), social services with education (UK). Working together under one roof should naturally and informally help organisations and service professionals to better understand one another, but it does not guarantee that services will work together effectively and efficiently to help people with multiple problems. Informal feedback from ACCESS users is reported as good on specific services but the participation of service users in the design and delivery of services generally appears to be an area for development.
There also appears to be little formal evaluation of the quality of individual services or accompanying inspection. While the aspiration expressed in the ACCESS vision statement to which all partners signed up is positive, it may be useful to assess to what extent the common vision has been translated into reality. This would help bring out the strengths and weaknesses of the model and help to identify areas for development. Consultation with the in-house service providers, local community and service users would be vital. One potential direction could be to develop single integrated assessments (for people with the most complex needs) of the client as well as for the client to have a case worker (the fewer people the client sees, the easier services are to access).

Given the planned establishment of other similar centres in Malta, there is an opportunity for continuous innovation. The different centres and service managers could be encouraged and supported to establish and maintain contact with each other as a mechanism for professional support. They would then be able to exchange good practice and learnings from projects, discuss shared challenges and potential solutions across the island(s). ACCESS is presently a co-location of services which work together on specific projects. The key question is how the authorities want the ACCESS project to develop further. Here it would be helpful to think about what communities are likely to need in 5-10 years and what services and what types of joint working would be needed to respond to this. (Barnett, 2007)

Recommendations of the Peer review report
In conclusion, the peer review report notes that some features of Maltese society may be especially relevant to keep in mind when trying to understand and review ACCESS: its ‘smallness’ together with an ethos of centralised welfare service provision, voluntary organisations having a long and valued tradition, the fact that the culture of information sharing is not deeprooted, and overall a mentality that the political authorities and public services ‘must provide’ or the more passive attitude to ‘receive’ as a citizen still prevails in parts of society. All issues cited are challenges that hinder the promotion of effective networking in service delivery.
Some peer countries were impressed by the fact that services are open to all avoiding stigma, especially in relation to migrant populations. Providing many different services under one roof also better allows the anonymity of visitors and clients. In this context, participants noted that the organisation of space within the centre does not guarantee the privacy of people applying for social security benefits. The management of ACCESS shares this concern and already examined ways of ensuring greater privacy for these visitors as well.
In terms of replicating ACCESS, the peer country discussion has pointed out that this might be difficult even within Malta. Although it was agreed that a carbon copy transfer would not work, the participants agreed that the main principles established by ACCESS could be adapted to different situations and countries. It is felt most relevant to first identify the priorities of a particular area, and possibly also the boundaries of that local community. Following the assessment of the local needs an action plan should be drawn up, including time scales and making explicit who will deliver the key services in a community resource centre.  In terms of implementation, the peer countries also agreed on the importance of providing holistic services for parents and their children.
There is also an issue of scale. ACCESS can be looked at as a stimulating example of social engineering as it established a paradigm shift by developing a different type of service provision. But what is feasible in Malta is not necessarily feasible in larger Member States.
Many of the participants stressed the importance of integrated services and the holistic approach of ACCESS. But they were probably not all talking about the same thing. There is a continuum from fragmentation through to integration. Structural integration is about more than joint working. Insufficient public funding is an obvious barrier to a substantial degree of integration. Separate funding might be needed to achieve integrated service provision when the ACCESS constituents are funded by a direct budget line from the agencies or ministries of which they are part. 

Most peer countries felt that having the social security office and the employment support on the same site is the best possible service that could be given. Others felt they could take back home the control mechanisms at the ETC. Wherever those two services come under two different ministries with different objectives may impede the implementation of such a good cooperation. It was noted that the development of IT and e Government (in Malta) also helps to reduce the barriers between different government departments.

The need for more emphasis on preventive work rather than waiting for referrals was strongly argued. At the same time, the systematic approach of Smartkids to family issues was noted as a key element in prevention. It allows the involvement of parents and they are the first line of defence in any preventive effort.  This brought many participants to stress the importance that good-quality childcare is beneficial for the welfare of children but is also of financial importance to governments. Investment in pre-school facilities does have a long-term economic pay-off.

Research on child development has clearly revealed a multi-layered ecology of influences. Among others, the importance of responsive and stimulating parenting and quality childcare has been confirmed. This also brought to forward the importance of the multidimensionality of the concept of child well-being. This supports the plea for taking the perspective of primary prevention by offering a decent minimum of universal support and access to (affordable and good quality) early childhood services combined with appropriate targeted services.
Public authorities therefore also need to set quality guidelines for childcare and licensing systems must be in place. Most importantly, inspections and monitoring must be carried out to ensure that quality levels are reached. ACCESS provides a good model of a multidimensional approach to child-well-being. The addition of (child) health care could make that model complete.
On childcare, it was argued that the Maltese society remains in need of a paradigm shift. At present, the first years are still regarded all too often as a preparation for subsequent education disregarding they are crucial, formative years. Moreover, many EU Member States struggle to solve the problems of lack of staff capacity both in numbers and in adequate training. In the case of Malta, much work remains to be done on the quality of the provision for the 3-5 years old, and on linking it in with the facilities for the 0-3 age group.
Nevertheless, in an era of quantification the baseline message of ACCESS is quality. Emphasising a good start for children underlines this aim to provide people with the best possible life. That spirit asks whether rigorous target-setting, monitoring and some types of evaluation can still leave some room for social engineering, innovative thinking and the hope of further development. 

The peer reviewers made a number of suggestions:

· The establishment of ACCESS was not preceded by a scientific analysis of the needs of the area. As it is functioning at present, it gives more the impression of decentralisation of services but not as one which was specifically designed for the area and of its specific needs. A systematic, regularly updated analysis of the problems of the area could be very useful. On this basis one could consider developing further the preventative work at ACCESS.
· Services can be integrated to a different extent (continuum from fragmentation to full merger or from informal to formal integration). In the case of ACCESS the advantages of further integration could be explored (e.g. a more integrated budget, protocols between services as a way of passing on experience to newcomers, appointing one key person to coordinate services to meet a specific user's needs).

· Having more formal arrangements for involving stakeholders (e.g. client satisfaction questionnaires, involving users in the management board) could be examined. 

· It could be useful to integrate a number of additional services into the centre, e.g. services for children older than 3 and health services (particularly health visitors).

· Although self-reference is in itself a positive outcome, the lack of formal monitoring and evaluation of the project was discussed during the meeting. It was acknowledged that the first full-scale external evaluation of AĊĊESS is planned by the end of 2007.
Research points to various factors most beneficial for children's development. All personnel (directly) involved with young children could be screened against the following factors and see on which items there remains room for progress.

· Well-trained staff committed to their work with children;

· Facilities that are safe, sanitary and accessible to parents;

· Ratios and group sizes that allow staff to interact appropriately and responsively with children;

· Staff development that ensures continuity, stability and improving quality;

· In-service training beyond formal education;

· Adequate wages so that staff are comfortable in their jobs;

· A developmentally-appropriate curriculum.

Maltese representatives as well drew some points from this peer review exchange. They especially would examine to include services for children over the age of 3 within the ACCESS cooperation, to work more towards having a child/family centre as well as to consider bringing in the health services (as in the UK).
Although we commonly refer to parenting, a major gender bias needs to be acknowledged as the vast majority of care is provided by mothers. In general, it is therefore suggested that the policies, programmes and services also be looked at from a gender perspective apart from class and ethnicity. It can for example be argued that the situation of (poor) single mothers can work as an indicator of the overall situation for women within a certain national context. Which discourses are dominant about the role of fathers? A related issue is the gendered nature of the workforce operating in ACCESS, especially the early childhood services and therefore considering the effects of the feminization of care and education.

Research findings also point to a number of positive principles for programmes of support for parents. It is suggested to reflect on the practices of several entities of ACCESS against each of these principles: a non-judgmental and non-stigmatising orientation, a bottom-up approach, multi-focused and flexible services, inclusive of the experience of minority and ethnic groups.

Historically speaking, parenting programmes have targeted their services for mothers. This was not different for Maltese society. Overall, such programmes for fathers are still in an infancy stage. It therefore remains a tremendous challenge to examine which type of programmes are effective in altering the way fathers approach their parenting roles.
In previous years, a good record of achievement can be looked at. At the same time, much work remains in progress and needs proper time frames enabling all actors to further deliver the goods. Till now, Maltese authorities clearly supported this type of philosophy and practices. As new challenges and aspirations have been added to the (political) agenda it is necessary that medium-term financial sustainability be provided. The obvious need for comprehensive, consistent and continued policies remains. Can the Maltese political and administrative authorities keep up the commitment and investments which have carried the valuable ACCESS initiative till now? Or could efforts even be strengthened at the time of its 5th anniversary?
Concluding Remarks
A community based initiative such as ACCESS has increased impact and benefit to the localities it services because it has been allowed and often encouraged to be flexible in service planning and delivery wherever possible. A culture of service user involvement is also slowly gaining ground among the Board of Directors and Management Team and while there is still some way to go, staff are increasingly conscious of the need to involve service users at various levels of planning, delivery and evaluation of services. Outreach activities are another feature which particularly in community development make it possible for ACCESS projects to target those who are most excluded and who would often not seek help of their own initiative. More human resources are needed in order to reach those most at risk as often these require quite labour intensive methods such as home visits and street work.
Increased efficiency has come about in various ways and in various sectors of operation.  Housing a number of services under one roof enhances efficiency simply through proximity. It saves time and resources when referring service users, seeking information or even getting together to plan projects. Being in the community also increases efficiency in that it is easier to identify needs and to be aware of new initiatives or issues that may arise.

It is difficult to gauge the impact that the setting up of ACCESS has had on the local community due to a lack of comprehensive data on all aspects of ACCESS operations. However it is possible to make some inferences. It is still too early to say what difference if any, this service will have on the educational attainment of the children who attended Smartkids in the future. A tracer study would need to be carried out.
Conclusion

As we continue to work for, with and within the community we are able to get to know the people we serve and encourage and enable them to become collaborators. It is hoped that members of the community will increasingly take on a leading role in addressing their needs on their own terms. Being a part of this community has allowed us to know and be known, to observe people function in their own environment, to tap existing resource, to support community initiatives and to initiate a culture change leading to better co-working that is more sensitive and respectful towards people’s situations and experiences. This experience has led us to make a shift in our own thinking from one based on community services to one that is based on people directed services - A challenge that addresses not only the issue of inclusion from the social perspective but one that makes a material contribution to strengthen the democratic credentials of the region.
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Appendix A
The Cottonera Region

The Three Cities are often held to be the cradle of Maltese history, as Vittoriosa, Senglea and Cospicua have provided a home and fortress to almost every people who settled on the Islands.  Their harbour inlets have been in use since Phoenician times: the docks always providing a living for local people, but also leaving them vulnerable when Malta’s rulers were at war. As the first home to the Order of St. John known as the Knights of Malta, the Cities’ palaces, churches, forts and bastions are far older than that of the capital city, Valletta. The local communities here celebrate holy days and festas as nowhere else on the Islands. The most spectacular events are the Easter processions.

Vittoriosa, or Birgu, one of the Three Cities, lies on one of the promontories jutting into Grand

Harbour, opposite Valletta. At its tip is Fort St Angelo, perhaps the oldest fortification on the Islands. Settlers and rulers from the Phoenicians to the British all made use of the defences here due to their strategic position. To honour the part played by the city of Birgu, Grand Master La Valette renamed it Civitas Vittoriosa, `Victorious Town'. Vittoriosa was the first home of the Knights when they arrived in 1530. As such, it contains many important architectural riches.
Cospicua is the largest of the Three Cities on Grand Harbour opposite Valletta. It is known to

many by its earlier name, Bormla. The city was renamed by the Knights of St John because of the brave (`conspicuous') role played by its people during the Great Siege of 1565. Most of

Cospicua's shoreline is taken up by the older docks - an area now being restored, and developed as a marina. The city suffered extensive damage during World War II and although rebuilt, it has fewer inhabitants than in the pre-war years. Modern Cospicua is an important market centre in the heart of the docklands. The Firenzuola Fortifications, built in 1638, and Margherita Lines, part of the inland defences of the Three Cities, are major landmarks. The Margherita Lines are in fact the only part of old Cospicua which survived World War II.  

Senglea stands on a narrow promontory jutting into Grand Harbour. The land was fortified in 1551by Grand Master Claude de la Sengle. The Maltese often use the area's earlier name, L-Isla, meaning the island or perhaps short for `peninsula'. During the Great Siege of 1565, Senglea was protected by Fort St Michael on its landward side and by Fort St Angelo on the tip of Vittoriosa across the creek. The heroic role played by its people led Grand Master Jean de la Valette to give the city the title of Citta' Invicta, the invincible city. Like its sister cities, Senglea suffered heavy damage during World War II. More than 75 percent of its buildings were destroyed. The city is noted for its superb harbour views across to Valletta from Safe Haven Gardens at Senglea Point.  The stone vedette, known as il-Gardjola, on the bastion-point served as a look-out post to guard the harbour entrance. The sculptured eye and ear above its windows are symbols of vigilance. 
� MFSS (2006) Malta National Action Plan on Poverty and Social Exclusion 2004-2006, Valletta, MFSS.
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