HOME & LIVING
BUILDING
RELATIONSHIPS:
It’s not okay to
have people in
our communites
so isolated that
the only people
in their lives are
paid to be there.

there’s goodwill just
waiting to be tapped
We have also been developing relationships
with iwi and hapu to find out more about
isolation and vulnerability in Maori communities and plan to employ a Maori co-ordinator
later this year.

grey matters by Ruth Gerzon
The American author Margaret
Wheatley invites readers to see our
often complex worlds and systems with
new eyes. One of her many writings
that resonate with me is this: “There is
no greater power than a community
discovering what it cares about”.
It is just a year this week since Eastern Bay
Villages: Te Kokoru Manaakitanga took on
our first paid staff member, a 10-hour-a-week
administrator who keeps us all together and
on track. Just one year, yet many seeds have
been sown and new relationships formed.
So what do we collectively care about, what
is the driving force that generates this power
and action in our communities, iwi and hapu?
It’s the concern we have for ourselves and
one another as we live and age in an increasingly atomised society, where isolation and
vulnerability grow as face-to-face relationships diminish.
The concept behind our initiative is simple.
We connect people based on the activities
and passions that bring them joy, supporting them to discover what they can do for, or
with, one another. New and strong relationships form based on shared interests and
values.
The things we did for one another back in the
1950s, such as lawn mowing, taking neighbours meals when ill, lifts to hospitals, listening, guiding, sharing ideas, are important.
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These relationships build the trust and connections that underpin safe and resilient
communities. Communities we will need
even more as natural disasters become more
frequent. Yet, in their place, we continue to
develop more and more paid services, such
as life coaches and people to help us declutter our homes. Each year new paid roles
seem to evolve.
I am not downplaying the importance of
services, so necessary as disability bites, but
we mustn’t let them take over from freely
given relationships based on manaakitanga
(respect, generosity, care). It’s not okay to
have people in our communities so isolated
that the only people in their lives are paid to
be there. Nor is it necessary. Our experience
shows that there is much goodwill in our
community just waiting to be tapped.
Over the past year many new relationships
have formed. The dog lover who can no
longer walk a dog has new dogs and people
in her life, the woman with visual impairment
has someone to help her clean her cupboards, a man has had his life story recorded,
and people looking for homes now live
with those with a spare room seeking more
company.
Our organisation is a vehicle enabling this to
happen. It is needed now as we tend to err on
the side of respecting privacy, not wanting to
intrude into neighbours’ lives. We have
successfully introduced people to their
neighbours or others on the same street.

We adapt as we learn what works and what
doesn’t, and as people with new skills or
needs come forward. We continue to learn
more about how to support people to age
well in their own homes.

A fortnightly series for
seniors by Ruth Gerzon
from Eastern Bay Villages.
We receive referrals from doctors, social
workers, the Citizens Advice Bureau. When
and where possible we find someone who
will enjoy their company or meet a need.
This isn’t always possible, but as more people
join a good match and support becomes
easier to arrange.
Members contribute their decades of experience, work and life skills, some providing
specialist advocacy support, advice or translation. Groups form around issues people feel
passionate about.
A group exploring co-housing meets regularly and a new group is planned to promote
natural burial and family-led funerals. When
people meet others who share issues that
touch their heart, they gain energy and
commitment that brings change.

There is much more to do. We know that
transport is a key cause of isolation but are
yet to find a solution.
We need more retired tradies to help people
check their homes for maintenance and
safety and to plan to address the issues.
Another saying of Margaret Wheatley is this:
“Determination, energy, and courage appear
spontaneously when we care deeply about
something.”
This year we have begun to see how our
collective energy and determination can
create trusting and resilient communities. I
know we will continue to build on this work
for years to come.
If readers of any age care about isolation and
vulnerability of seniors, or are looking for
others who share their interests, we
encourage you to join.
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