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The Ella Centre is a provider of community care services in Sydney’s Inner 

West. In late 2006 when I started as the Executive Officer at The Ella 

Centre, none of us had any real understanding of Younger Onset Dementia. 

The Ella was a provider of services for young adults with a disability and frail 

older people but had no services to offer this group who straddled the 

divide, in that they were under 65 but had an illness generally associated 

with older people. 

In mid 2007 I met Peter Taylor and his wife Jackie. Peter had been 

diagnosed with younger onset dementia at the age of 54 and his wife Jackie 

was struggling to care for him, whilst raising four teenage daughters. She 

had been struggling to find age appropriate activities to occupy Peter and 

give him some social contact. The search was made more difficult as at that 

stage Peter was compelled to move - he walked non stop, and stopped for 

no-one. 

After searching the services available in the Inner West I soon realised that, 

as Jackie had found, there was nothing suitable. Strangely, within a few 

more months, we had enquiries from two more carers, whose husbands 

also had younger onset dementia. They too were looking for some form of 

social engagement and community participation.  

So we decided to trial an outing each Thursday morning, for a few hours 

with these three men. It was a great success and the guys really enjoyed 

the outings. Fast forward two years and we had funding from the NSW 

Government to provide a community based service for 12 people twice a 

week, although we usually have around 15 clients at any one time.  

But by this time our original clients had declined markedly and they needed 

the option for a centre based program. The funding we received for the 

service barely covered the cost of wages, so there was no way it would 

cover the rent of a property in the Inner West, so some creative thinking was 

required.  
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I was fortunate that the Ella Board had been very supportive of our move 

into service provision for people with Younger Onset Dementia. In particular, 

the Chairperson at the time, the Rev Graeme Tutt   (who at that stage was 

also a volunteer on the YODs program) shared the vision for a purpose built 

Centre.  

The Ella Centre is overseen by St David’s Uniting Church, which sits on a 

large tract of land just up the road from our main building. As the Minster at 

St David’s Uniting Church Graeme sought agreement from the St David’s 

Uniting Church Council and the Uniting Church Property Trust to explore 

using the vacant land at the rear of the Church hall for a purpose built 

facility.  

The chosen site had many years ago been tennis courts and was adjacent 

to a heritage listed cemetery. Although a complicated process to undertake, 

Graeme was sure that the land would be far better used as a dementia 

centre than as an unofficial off leash park for the neighbourhood dogs! 

Luckily for us, at around the same time the previously successful applicant 

in the Inner West for the HACC Capital funding, which had been designated 

for the construction of a dementia day centre, decided to withdraw. That 

meant that the funds, which were a combination of State and Federal 

Government dollars, went out to tender again.  

The Uniting Church agreed to donate the land, valued at $700 000, to the 

project. This was essential for us to be able to submit a tender, as the basis 

of HACC Capital funding is that one third of the project cost is provided by 

the successful organisation. 

After some very intense work from Colin Filmer, our amazing architect, we 

were able to submit a proposal to the Department of Ageing, Disability and 

Home Care in late 2009, which was followed by the submission of a 

Business Case in early 2010. It was named a Dementia Activity Centre, as 

the emphasis was on allowing for the physical activity that people with 

younger onset dementia need. 
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In mid 2010 we heard we had been successful with our tender and we then 

moved on to sorting out the issues with various bureaucracies and 

interested parties.  

The neighbours in the street were already in a state of outrage, as they had 

recently lost a battle to prevent a McDonald’s store being built on the corner 

of their street.  When the plans were put up for public comment there were 

many objections put forward to Council, some of which showed no 

knowledge of what the development was about! To address these, the new 

Chairperson of the Ella Board and the Graeme, the Minister at St David’s, 

door knocked the residents of the street, to talk through their issues in 

person.  

Next came the objections and restrictions from the NSW Heritage Council. 

Haberfield is a Heritage suburb and the whole of the St David’s site is under 

a conservation order.  

Meeting the requirements of the NSW Heritage Commission added  

$120 000 to the cost of the construction and reaching agreement with them 
delayed the project by approximately 8 months but after many meetings, 
reports and resubmissions of the plans, Ashfield Council eventually 
approved the plans at a Council meeting in June 2011. 

The tender for the construction of the Centre finally went out in September 

2011 and the successful company commenced building work in February 

2012. The first brick of the new Centre was laid by Andrew Constance, 

NSW Minister for Ageing and Minister for Disability in May 2012. 

Throughout the construction work the Ella Centre’s Plant Committee 

members worked through any issues that arose and kept close watch on the 

budget. This included issues with AusGrid, who insisted the cabling for the 

electricity had to come from the front of the entire St David’s site, creating 

an additional cost of $24 000 to put in a new power board arrangement and 

to cable underground. Thanks to the diligence of the committee, and our 



4 
 

architect turned Project Manager, the project came in on budget, ahead of 

time, in December 2012. 

One of the design principles that was incorporated into the furnishing of the 

building is that the décor should be in keeping with the original era in which 

the person with dementia grew up, as the individual recalls the distant past 

more easily than the recent past.  

This means that the approach to the furnishing and fittings was a 1960 - 

1970’s feel. This was an era that incorporated sleek furniture and bold 

structural elements, with use of bright colours, bold patterns and contrasting 

fabrics and textures. 

The provision of multiple activity areas within the design allows activities to 

be planned in line with each person’s individual activity plan. For example, 

one of the rooms has basic gym equipment, as a number of our current 

clients were gym members prior to their diagnosis and would like to utilise 

those skills for as long as possible.  

The landscape plan allowed for a looped path, to accommodate walkers. 

The flow of rooms also allows service users to move from one room to 

another and to easily pass from the outdoor to indoor areas. This was 

something I learnt from Peter Taylor – when you are compelled to walk, you 

need to be able to do it freely and safely. We also included a few quirky 

elements on the garden – some tin drum animals and musical instruments. 

There are two bathroom areas internally and another outside, as well as a 

separate staff toilet. The building also allowed for a meeting room which is 

located just inside the main door – this means that visitors do not disrupt the 

program when they arrive. 

But of course, at the end of the day, the building is only as good as the 

value the clients receive from it. To date, the response has been very 

positive. It is only in use two days per week, as that is all the funding that we 

currently have to staff it, but hopefully this will increase in the near future if 

more funding becomes available.  
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The Centre was officially opened on May 8
th
 by Andrew Constance, Minister 

for Ageing and Minister for Disability. In a fitting tribute, the first person to 

enter the Centre after the ribbon was cut was Peter Taylor, with his wife 

Jackie. 

This is the first dementia day centre specifically designed to cater for the 

needs of people with younger onset dementia and we our very proud of 

what we have achieved, even if it did take 4 years! We feel that we have 

built a Centre that blends in with the existing features of the site whilst 

providing a great venue for our clients.  


