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Introduction to Bendigo Community Health Services  
 
Bendigo Community Health Services continues to work for the health and wellbeing of the 
community. This is achieved through a range of services and programs being delivered to 
people as individuals, families and as members of communities of interest, locale, and need.  
 
We have roots in the Bendigo community that extend from more than 40 years ago when the 
community expressly agitated for, and developed, its local community health service. In the 
early 1990s five community health agencies joined together to form the current entity, 
Bendigo Community Health Services. We have negotiated many transitions and trends in 
health care, funding priorities, local needs, and emerging community issues.  
 
Throughout this time, Bendigo Community Health Services has maintained a strong vision for 
the health and wellbeing of our community. We work within the principles of social justice and 
our foundations remain firmly in the context of the social model of health. 
 
We currently deliver a range of services across five sites in and around Bendigo and employ 
over 200 staff. Well established relationships with a broad range of health, welfare and 
education agencies and health professionals has resulted in the development of innovative, 
collaborative models of primary healthcare, that support our commitment to improving the 
health and wellbeing of both individuals and the community. 
 
Our Strategic Directions 
 

1. Programs for Equity – commitment to achieving equitable health and wellbeing. 
2. Consumer and Community-Centred Organisation – understand and respond to 

community needs and consumers lived experiences. 
3. Quality, Safety and Consumer Experiences – deliver the best consumer experience that 

is of consistent quality, safe and evidence based. 
4. Sustainability – sustainable for purpose organisation. 

 
Our Vision  
 
Better health and well-being across generations 
 
Our Mission  
 
Working hand in hand with our community to achieve healthier lives 
 
Our Values 
 
Respect  
We build respectful relationships through trust, empathy and collaboration 
 
Inclusive  
We recognise and promote accessible, safe and holistic health care as a basic human right 
 
Integrity  
We are authentic and accountable and we honour our obligations 
 
Innovation  
Through continuous learning, we ensure agile, responsive and sustainable service 
 

  



 

 
BCHS Proposal to Citizens Jury 
 
City of Greater Bendigo has areas in which its citizens experience significant disadvantage 
and we believe that targeted intervention is required to include these families in a great 
Bendigo.  In many of these families, kids go hungry and cold, school isn’t a priority, a job is 
only a dream. 
 
Placing an emphasis on addressing inequity in early life has been proven to improve the 
overall health and wellbeing for the whole community. Not only do significant benefits accrue 
to individuals experiencing disadvantage but these benefits ripple out into broader society, 
improving social cohesion and economic outlooks. Wraparound services that encourage 
collaboration between and across schools, agencies, and services have confirmed that the 
cycle of health inequity can be disrupted. 
 
Bendigo is well placed to initiate a collective effort to address early years health and 
wellbeing outcomes. Children’s hubs such as kidzspace (a BCHS initiative) can provide a safe 
and useful foundation for socially isolated families. Services designed to run alongside 
recreation and social opportunities allow strong trust relationships to develop and ensure early 
detection of issues can occur naturally. 
 
There is a strong correlation between a low socio economic status and experiencing poor 
health, wellbeing, social and economic outcomes.  People from low income areas are much 
more likely to become disengaged from school, have poor health outcomes, use drugs or 
alcohol, be known to the justice system including prison, not only live shorter lives but spend 
more years living with a disability.  These negative impacts of disadvantage are increased if 
the family is one experiencing generational poverty or generational unemployment. 
 
The impacts are far reaching, and unfair – but some are potentially preventable.  Intervention 
early in a child’s life can disrupt this cycle.  Targeted early intervention can help a child to 
reach normal developmental milestones and start school more ready and able to learn.  
Programs that engage the parents can lead to significant change in the family and very 
different outcomes, particularly for the children in these households. 
 
kidzspace provides a potential hub through which to connect a very broad range of children 
and family services through which real progress can be made in breaking health inequity. 
 
Funded services based at the Kangaroo Flat kidzspace site already span services from health, 
human services, education and training as well as a Health Justice partnership.  Services on site 
include paediatrics, general practice, early childhood intervention services, alcohol and drug 
counselling and a lawyer who works as part of the children and family services team. 
 
Maternal and Child Health is located nearby as is the St John of God’s Raphael Centre is co-
located on site.  There are strong collaborations with Anglicare (particularly for the needs of 
children in out of home care), Bendigo Health Care Group, in relation to paediatric training 
and Latrobe University.  Kidzspace also has excellent capacity for tele-medicine, located in its 
purpose built paediatric Allied Health teaching and learning centre. 
 
 
Rationale 
 

 “In the traditional view, a person is free. He/she is autonomous in the sense that his/her 
behaviour is uncaused.  He/she can therefore be held responsible for what he or she does. That 

view, together with its associated practices must be re-examined when a scientific analysis reveals 
unsuspected controlling relations between behaviour and environment” 

(Skinner, 1971). 

  



 

 
 
Living in poor social and economic circumstances affects health across the life course (Marmot 
2015). The more disadvantaged, the higher the risk of serious illness, experience of violence 
and premature death compared to those born into more fortunate circumstances (Marmot 
2015). The stress of living at the bottom of the social ladder results in high levels of mental 
health problems, maternal stress, anxiety and antenatal depression and lower levels of social 
support (Roberts et al 2013).  Evidence shows this can affect children’s development and is 
linked to lower cognitive ability, lower levels of attachment, poorer physical health, and an 
increased likelihood of emotional difficulties and conduct disorders (Roberts et al 2013). 
 
For example, according to a report by the Victorian Ombudsman, twenty five percent of 
Victoria’s prisoners come from two per cent of the state’s postcodes and fifty percent from six 
per cent (Vic Ombudsman 2015). For these populations, high school completion rates were 
negligible: 6 per cent for men and 14 per cent for women. 
 
According to Anda et al., (2006)  “the risk of every outcome in the affective somatic, substance 
abuse, memory sexual and aggression related domains increased and the mean number of co-
morbid outcomes tripled”. This risk starts before birth (Marmot, 2015). The early years are 
critical for the development of “solid psychological and neurological foundations” that provide 
the framework for “lifelong social, emotional and physical health, as well as educational and 
economic achievement” (Wave Trust, 2013). This cycle of disadvantage can also be passed 
from generation to generation. 
 
The available evidence confirms that we need to collaborate and intervene early (Marmot, 
2015).  It is clear social injustice is killing on a grand scale. 
 

Key facts and figures - Local setting 
 

Compared to Victorian averages, Bendigo children are more likely to be living in a low 
income household and have higher rates of family violence. Further, Long Gully, Heathcote, 
North East Bendigo show significantly higher rates to Victoria averages for children who were 
vulnerable in at least two of the Australian Early Development Index domains (St Lukes 2013). 
 
The SEIFA Index of Disadvantage provides a measure of the relative level of socio-economic 
disadvantage based on a range of Census characteristics. The lower score on the index 
reflects a higher level of disadvantage (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011). 
 

 



 

 

As illustrated in the graph above, across Bendigo there are areas of extreme disadvantaged 
for example Long Gully, ranking in the 2nd highest percentile for disadvantage in Victoria. 
The people who reside at these locations such as Long Gully, California Gully and Heathcote 
will experience poorer health outcomes in comparison to those who live in areas such as 
Maiden Gully, Strathfieldsaye and Mandurang.  

 
Figure 2.6 Child protection reports per capita, by local government area, Victoria, 2010–11 Increasing reports per capita 
Source: Analysis of data provided by DHS (State Government of Victoria, 2012). 

 
It is clear from figure 2.6 that the City of Greater Bendigo experiences alarming rates of child 
protection reports compared to the Victorian average.  
 
Investing into evidence based early intervention programs has the capacity to: 
• Reduce child abuse, neglect, and/or injuries up to 50% 
• Reduce families’ with child protection services involvement for possible child 

maltreatment by 35%  
• Reduce mothers’ subsequent births during their teens and early twenties by 20%. 
• Improve cognitive and/or educational outcomes for children born to mothers with low 

mental health, confidence, and/or intelligence (Prinz, 2009) 
 
Early childhood development programs and services should include, but not be limited to, 
breastfeeding and nutrition support, comprehensive support to mothers before, during, and 
after pregnancy (Marmot 2015). For children it is recommended that programs adopt a life 
skills approach to education and provide quality education that pays attention to physical, 
social, emotional, and cognitive development, starting in pre-primary school (Marmot 2015). 
 
Social inequity is having adverse health effects on our community. BCHS recognises we have a 
responsibility to intervene early in the life using evidence based, successful interventions. 

  



 

 
Supporting Plans/Frameworks 
 
This work is supported by the following: 
 

Victorian public health and wellbeing plan 2015-2019 
 

The Victorian public health and wellbeing plan 2015-2019 outlines the government's key 
priorities over the next four years to improve the health and wellbeing of Victorians 
(Department of Health & Human Services, 2015). A key priority of this plan is preventing 
violence and injury, ensuring that children’s exposure to violence and injury is reduced. 

 
Report of the Protecting Victoria’s Vulnerable Children Inquiry  

 
There are a number of recommendations in the Protecting Victoria’s Vulnerable Children 
Inquiry including: 

 Expansion of early parenting centres in regional and rural areas 

 Enhancing the capacity to identify and respond to vulnerable children and young 
people by: supporting universal early childhood services, schools, health services 
(including General Practitioners) and specialist adult services to identify and 
respond to the full range of risk factors for child abuse and neglect  

 Providing specialist adult services to develop family-sensitive practices including 
prioritising drug and alcohol services (State Government of Victoria, 2012). 

 
Conclusion  
 
Being at the bottom of the social gradient results in a range of impacts that reduce health and 
wellbeing.  For children these adverse events tend to cluster.  Child development can improve 
quickly and there are many good examples of success around the world.  
 
Closing the gap in a generation involves, getting in early, working with children and their 
parents, working together for collective impact, using the evidence and measuring what 
matters.   
 
We can have a more inclusive City of Greater Bendigo, brighter futures for children who 
deserve them and a stronger community by focussed effort in the early years for those in 
need. 
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