Bridging the Gap
The Bridging the Gap project, an initiative of the Australian Multicultural Foundation, is proudly supported by the Australian Government's National Action Plan funding program, for more information please visit www.immi.gov.au/living-in-australia.  Bridging the Gap addressed intergenerational issues and barriers between community elders and young Muslim men.  The project aimed to reduce marginalisation by empowering young men and elders within their communities and the wider Australian community.
The issue of disconnectedness between older and younger Muslim generations is a real issue that has been identified through NAP community consultations.  The project promoted the NAP objectives by encouraging the emergence of young Muslim men as leaders to be respected / accepted by their community and for the young leaders to become actively involved as leaders within their own communities.  Developing the confidence of the younger generation, has given them increased capacity to become actively involved in the broader community.
The following are key learnings and findings identified from the Bridging the Gap program,  reflecting what was learnt through organising and implementing the program,  and exploring some of the ‘gaps’ or issues contributing to intergenerational barriers. 
Key Learnings

Working within the community

The project targeted Iraqi Muslims in Shepparton, Somalian Muslims in Flemington and Lebanese Muslims in Dandenong.  Working with facilitators and coordinators from the three communities was essential to the success of the project.  Coordinators employed from within the communities were able to access the community and identify youths and elders who would benefit from and contribute to the program.  Furthermore, when the focus groups were held, having facilitators they, respected, who spoke their language, and who understood their culture and faith, meant that participants were more comfortable opening up and talking about the issues they face in their families, as youths, as fathers, and as elders in Australia.
Coming together as equals
Coordinators asked elders not to pressure their youth, so the men involved in the program, whether youths or elders, participated willingly and voluntarily. This ensured that participants came together as equals, away from the traditional roles of father and son, uncle and nephew, and even youth and elder, both in the focus groups and the Shepparton Forum.  The most significant impact of coming together in this way was that all saw each other in a different light, listened respectfully, and at times heard familiar views or arguments in a new way.  Participants talked about how usually, within family arguments, all parties stop listening to what the other is saying, and instead feel frustrated and less inclined to communicate.  Hearing the concerns of youth, their experiences and their struggles in negotiating two cultures, enabled the elders to consider things differently.  And for the youths, hearing the elders talk about their childhood, their culture and their fear of losing it in Australia, enabled them to understand better what they previously saw as just being conservative, and lacking understanding of life in Australia.
Travelling Together

The Shepparton Forum, held at a Heritage Listed farm in rural Victoria, provided a new environment for the participants to meet, away from their traditional meeting places and homes.  This further fostered the sense of coming together to talk, as equals.  The groups travelled to Shepparton in a bus, firstly picking up the Dandenong group, then the Flemington group and lastly the Shepparton group, before driving out of Shepparton to the farm.  The long bus ride enabled camaraderie to develop between the three groups, who although all Muslims, came from very different cultures and backgrounds.  This time spent together ensured that when the groups sat down to talk about issues, they felt comfortable with the other communities, and were eager to exchange with them on the issues they experienced.  While the groups initially didn’t know each other, and were hesitant in opening up, they came together through shared Arabic speech.  Most of the elders spoke it as a first or second language, while many of the youths struggled with speaking in Arabic.  The elders joined together in encouraging and teasing the youths from all the groups as they practiced their Arabic. 

Different communities
The three communities, Iraqis from Shepparton, Lebanese and Syrian from Dandenong, and Somalians from Flemington, have had different settlement experiences, and some are newly established communities.  Bringing the communities together enabled them to share their experiences with each other, and realise that many intergenerational issues are common, though with different manifestations – so that other families in other communities also struggle with the same or similar problems.  Similarly, the groups were able to identify both the different and similar challenges facing Muslims living in urban metropolitan Melbourne and those living in a rural region. 
One of the key benefits or outcomes of the Forum was that the three communities were able to develop relationships and connections which will further develop over time.
Photographic Exhibition as a project
The photographic exhibition initiated by the participants at the forum was a practical and useful project.  It enabled the elders and youth to work together in identifying the message that they wanted to convey, which involved serious discussion around values and perceptions, and was also convenient and manageable in terms of finding time and opportunity.  It was a project that the three groups were able to work on independently while sharing the success of the outcome, and a project that also engaged with the wider community.
Key Findings
While all the groups acknowledged that it is normal for differences to exist between generations, between elders and youth, irrespective of culture or religion, they identified specific challenges in a new cultural environment, regarding traditional relationships and values between the generations.  The following are some of the key issues identified by participants.

Living between two cultures
The young men spoke of the tension they felt being born or raised in a new culture, with different priorities, different ways of expressing oneself, and different expectations to those of their parents.  Being accepted by their Australian peers was important to the youths, but this led to disputes and confusion within their family, as parents often interpreted this as a rejection of their faith and culture.  Elders felt concerned because they sensed the conflict in the youths between religious observances and acceptance among their peers and wider community.  The young men were committed to their faith, but found balancing this with life in Australia difficult at times.  The youths felt that their parent’s and elder’s attitudes and responses reflected a lack of confidence and trust in them, as well as a lack of understanding of society in Australia.

 Particular issues included: going to parties, interacting with girls, particularly girls from outside their community, coming home times, drinking alcohol, and appearance and dress style. 
Relationships

Relationships with people outside the community, with girls within the community and girls outside the community were all areas that could contribute to barriers between the youths and elders.  The youths find that having platonic friendships with girls is natural and expected in Australian society, and they interact and develop relationships with people from different backgrounds.  However, their elders and parents feel concerned because gender relations are usually more structured and conservative in their culture.  In discussions around relationships with girls outside of the community or outside of the faith, it was particularly valuable for the elders and youth to hear the diversity of opinion.  Some elders felt strongly this was not appropriate, whereas others felt that if the relationship was strong and supportive and positive for the couple then other factors such as faith and culture could be overcome.  The youth generally felt that who the person was, was more important than their faith and culture, while for some of the elders faith and culture were paramount. It was important for the elders to see other elders with divergent views on this issue, both within their own community, and from other communities.  By discussing these issues candidly and honestly, both the elders and youth were able to find some common ground, agree to disagree and appreciate better where and why there were differences in perspectives on this issue.
Values
The Shepparton Forum in particular focused on discussing values as a way of talking about and overcoming some of the barriers identified in the focus groups.  This enabled the elders and youth to see how many values they shared, and where their differences lay.  In the context of the shared values, when differences in priorities emerged, this became less crucial.  Once elders saw that faith, that honesty and respect and education were valued most highly by the youths, they felt more able to trust and respect their youths, and were more inclined to listen to their views on relationships.   
All of the participants put priority on values around faith, honesty, respect and education, whereas values such as obedience attracted more discussion.  Values around appearance and relationships were the most controversial, with many different opinions on these being offered.
Sustainability 
Based on the success of the program, and the clear need for such initiatives, the AMF is investigating ways of repeating this model, working with other young people and elders, and building a sustainable program that will continue into the future. 
