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Creative Community Partnerships That WORK!

Denise Leembruggen
Founder – Awakenings Festival
The Awakenings Festival, Horsham, Victoria, is Australia’s only regional disability arts festival. In October 1996, Awakenings was born as a program of Wimmera Uniting Care. From a three-hour performance involving 40 participants with and without disabilities, this annual event has grown enormously year by year. In 2007, the festival attracted nearly 850 participants and performers with a volunteer base of more than 350 and event attendances of over 11,500. A key Australian event in the disability arts sector, Awakenings is now recognised nationally and internationally. 

The Awakenings festival is powerful and is fuelled by partnerships and passion over 10 days  to hold 51 events with 850  registered performers and carers from around Australia and New Zealand and over 11,000 event attendances; life-changing!
Local partnerships have been a strong component in the growth of the festival, and one of the privileges of the position has been working closely with the community of Horsham to develop strong and sustainable community partnerships which have been pivotal to not only the growth of the festival, but to the best possible outcomes for Awakenings participants at the festival in terms of acceptance, inclusion and a life changing experience. 

In 1996, there were 2 community partners invovled in the inagural festival, in 2007 there were 100 community partnerships proudly supporting the festival, from financial to in-kind. The innovation, development and diversity of these partnerships will be discussed.

In 2006, the mental health and wellbeing impacts of the Awakenings Festival were evaluated as part of a larger program evaluation for the Victorian Health Promotion Foundation (VicHealth). The evaluation assessed the individual, organizational and community-level impacts of the festival on wellbeing, with a particular focus on social inclusion. Specifically, the evaluation investigated the following questions in relation to community partnerships:

1. To what extent, and how, does Awakenings create new links and strengthen supportive relationships between individuals and diverse groups within the community?

2. How does the festival facilitate the engagement of a broad range of community members in planning and decision-making processes?

3. To what extent, and how, does Awakenings foster new partnerships and/or strengthen existing partnerships between community based organizations?

The outcomes of this survey will be presented and discussed.
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