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INTRODUCTION 

The ACT Government is committed to youth engagement and participation, the Youth 
InterACT Strategy provides a platform to encourage young people from a range of 
backgrounds and experiences to have their say about the issues that affect them in 
Canberra. 

The Youth InterACT initiative engages young people through ACT Youth Week; grants; 
scholarships; the ACT Youth Advisory Council; and recognising the outstanding contributions 
that young people add to our community through the Young Canberra Citizen of the Year 
awards. 

On 28 September 2018, the ACT Youth Advisory Council (the Council) held the ACT Youth 
Assembly 2018 (the Assembly) where young people aged 12-25 participated in discussions 
about the four key topics: Youth Mental Health; Homelessness and Young People; Youth 
Civic Participation; and Equality and Equity for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Young 
People. 

This report highlights the key information from the day, including recommendations made 
by the young Canberrans who participated the Assembly. 

ACT YOUTH ADVISORY COUNCIL  

The Council provides young people aged between 12 and 25 years with an opportunity to 
take a leading role in participation and consultation activities on issues that affect their lives; 
raise awareness of the aspirations, needs and concerns of young people within government 
and the community; and facilitate interaction between young people, the ACT Government 
and the wider community. 

The Council provides advice on youth issues to the Minister for Children, Youth and Families, 
giving young people a voice in the ACT Government. 

The Council consists of up to 15 members who are all young people aged between 12 and 
25 years (inclusive) at the time of their appointment. Membership of the YAC reflects the 
diversity of young people residing in the ACT, including a gender balance, young people with 
a disability and representation of youth from Indigenous and culturally linguistically and 
diverse backgrounds. The term of appointment to the Council is up to two years.  

Members conduct a number of consultation processes including think tanks, open meetings, 
face-to-face consultation and youth surveys. Council members also participate on other 
committees, working parties, taskforces and other ACT Government consultative processes. 
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ACT YOUTH ASSEMBLY 2018 

The ACT Government partnered with the ACT Youth Advisory Council to host the  
2018 ACT Youth Assembly on 28 September 2018 at the ACT Legislative Assembly. 

The Assembly was a deliberative democracy process to draw out key ideas, policy 
recommendations, and encourage direct participation of young Canberrans aged 12 to 25 to 
engage on the four contemporary issues that are important to them: 

o Youth Mental Health: this forum aimed to improve, promote and advocate on the 
health and wellbeing of young people in Canberra. This forum explored the gaps 
in mental health services within ACT high schools and services and developed 
recommendations to improve youth-friendly and diversity-friendly services. 
 

o Homelessness and Young People: this forum explored the key issues that lead 
young people to homelessness and provided recommendations that address the 
systemic issues that drive and exacerbate youth homelessness.  

 
o Youth Civic Participation: this forum explored how young people can drive change 

in their communities and be heard by government.  The forum provided 
recommendations on how government can better engage with young people on 
policy reform and issues that impact on young people directly. 

 
o Equality and Equity for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Young People: this 

forum explored how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people can 
experience similar outcomes to their peers. The forum also examined of the gaps 
and provided recommendations on ways to move forward for a more just and 
inclusive society. 

One hundred and sixteen young people participated in the Assembly, which provided young 
people a platform to speak on issues that are important to them and ensured that a broad 
range of views were represented and heard.  

Council Members co-facilitated each Forum to explore creative solutions through group 
work and discussion. In the final session, participants presented their recommendations to 
the Minister for Children, Youth and Families, Rachel Stephen-Smith and the  
Children and Young Peoples Commissioner, Jodie Griffiths-Cook in the ACT Legislative 
Assembly Chamber. 
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The Assembly provided a great platform for young people to share their thoughts and have 
their voices heard.  

Young people selected the Forum they wanted to contribute to.  The young people broke 
into their forum groups to explore the key issues and develop recommendations to present 
back to Chamber. 

 ACT Youth Advisory Council 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

Participants at the ACT Youth Assembly 2018 identified 29 recommendations. 

Ten recommendations were identified in the Youth Mental Health Forum, which are listed 
below: 

Recommendation 1: All ACT schools implement a compulsory Mental Health Unit from 
kindergarten through to year 12 that provides age appropriate support for young people. 
The Mental Health Unit to provide a minimum of two classes per week throughout the term 
(8-10 weeks). 

Recommendation 2: All staff within the Education Directorate and front line staff/teachers 
to complete compulsory Youth Mental Health First Aid Training. This training also involves a 
yearly refresher course.  

Recommendation 3: Increased community awareness and educational programs on mental 
health. 

Recommendation 4: Ongoing comprehensive training for all ACT Police Officers on Youth 
Mental Health First Aid and appropriate community response.  

Recommendation 5: Counsellors and Teaching staff to recognise their primary obligation 
regarding confidentiality is to the student first and prior to any disclosures required under 
the Mandatory Reporting ACT ( duty of care) to guardians or other parties, Counsellors must 
discuss directly with the student the disclosure process, what information will be provided 
and to whom.   

Recommendation 6: Students to have increased autonomy over what personal information 
is shared and to whom, within a counselling relationship.  

Recommendation 7: Counsellors and Teaching staff to ensure young people have a clear 
understanding of their roles, responsibilities and moral or legal obligation in regards to their 
duty of care and mandatory reporting.  

Recommendation 8: Develop quality standards for youth-friendly health services in the ACT, 
standards to include availability, accessibility, affordability, acceptability and equity of 
health services. 

Recommendation 9: Youth health services are geographically accessible to meet the needs 
of young people in the ACT. 

Recommendation 10: Develop a central online Triage Hub specific to the ACT that provides 
triage information and confidential online support and counselling to young people, their 
families and friends.  
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Six recommendations were identified from the Homelessness and Young People Forum, 
which are listed below: 

Recommendation 1: Increase the opening hours of OneLink (centralised information and 
support hotline for homelessness in the ACT to include evenings, weekends and public 
holidays.  This will assist young people to access support at times when family conflict is 
likely to occur. 

Recommendation 2: Establish an outreach service to provide essential items for young 
people who are unable to access short term accommodation through OneLink, this may 
include emergency shelter such as a tent, a sleeping bag, food, water and/or a health 
assessment.   

Recommendation 3: Integration of family crisis and homelessness response training into 
existing domestic and family violence training for first responders, health staff and other 
frontline staff.  

Recommendation 4: Investment in preventing youth homelessness, by increased funding for 
services such as Family Treehouse, which provides family mediation and conflict resolution 
support.  

Recommendation 5: Establish respite home services aimed at 9-15-year-olds (an age group 
currently excluded from homelessness response services) to mirror a family unit and provides 
safety and stability until the young person can be reunited with the family or other options 
can be arranged.  

Recommendation 6: Provide and improve partially independent homes for 16-25-year-olds, 
as opposed to the largely unsupported approach which is currently taken for this age group.  
This would bridge the gap between childhood, youth and independence, aiming to keep the 
young people in education or traineeships as they transition to independence.  

Four recommendations were identified from the Youth Civic Participation Forum, which are 
listed below: 

Recommendation 1: Implement a range of consultation methods: a mixture of in-person and 
online consultation to engage young people on pertinent issues, and to overcome digital 
literacy/access barriers to better collect authentic feedback from young people. 

Recommendation 2: Commit to an ongoing and collaborative approach to consultation for 
young people that clarifies the purpose of collating feedback and includes reporting back 
mechanisms on how the feedback has been incorporated into decision-making.  

Recommendation 3: Provide genuine opportunities to engage with and involve young people 
in consultation and government decision-making.  

Recommendation 4: Implement a comprehensive Civic Education unit to provide greater in-
depth understanding of government and policy-making processes, education on current 
affairs (particularly on issues pertinent to young people), as well as providing students with 
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optional time off every week to engage in civic activities (such as volunteering for community 
organisations.)  

Nine recommendations were identified from the Equality and Equity for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Young People Forum, which are listed below: 

Recommendation 1: Embrace Ngunnawal and Ngambri Elders and community members in 
relation to language, culture and history to share knowledge, teach and build community 
relations in a culturally safe space that encompasses their rights to ownership from a 
community development framework. 

Recommendation 2: Cultural competency to be compulsory for all students enrolled into all 
ACT Public, Private and Independent Schools. 

Recommendation 3: A more consistent and universal approach to cultural competency 
across ACT Schools that is age-appropriate and links to local Indigenous history along with 
Australia-wide Indigenous history, current and relevant issues. 

Recommendation 4: Establish an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children 
Commissioner who will oversee and implement the Our Booris, Our Way Recommendations 
and on an ongoing basis, provide comprehensive review and advice to the child protection 
system on issues of culture and equity. 

Recommendation 5: Ensure that the ACT Public Service reflect its clientele by establishing 
workforce representation targets that reflect client representation (for example: nearly  
30 per cent of children in out of home care are indigenous, this number should be reflected in 
the responsible public service area). 

Recommendation 6: Commit to funding the capability building of Aboriginal Controlled 
Organisations to service. 

Recommendation 7: Mandate Cultural Awareness training for all ACT Public Servants which 
includes local history, including specific education on issues relevant to their line of work to 
gain a better understanding of their clients. For example, Care and Protection workers to 
learn about the history and impact of the removal of Aboriginal children from their families 
and the generational trauma caused.  

Recommendation 8: Commit to implementing the recommendations from the Our Booris, 
Our Way Interim Report and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Consultation Report.  

Recommendation 9: Increase information available regarding days of cultural significance 
such as NAIDOC Week and Reconciliation Day.  
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YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH FORUM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This Forum aimed to improve, promote and advocate for the health and wellbeing of young 
people in Canberra.  

This Forum explored the gaps in mental health services within ACT High Schools and 
developed recommendations to improve youth-friendly and diversity-friendly services. 

The Forum was co-facilitated by four Council Members: Ms Rose Mackie, Ms Grace Kemp 
and Ms Shay-Leigh Willis, Ms Sophie Hope and Ms Leonie Everett, Territory Manager, ACT, 
KidsMatter, MindMatters and Postvention (Secondary) headspace. 

The Forum split into four groups to discuss the following topics in more detail: 

• mental health education and services in schools; 

• addressing barriers and stigma, services out of school, considering rights and 
responsibilities surrounding mental health; and 

• suicide and self-harm prevention. 
 

Over the course of the discussion, four key themes and principles were identified from the 
Forum discussions: 

• Privacy and confidentially: particularly in schools young people/students are 
encouraged to confide in their teachers and counsellors, but are concerned about the 
information being shared with their parents/ guardians.  Additionally, young people 
raised concern about the lack of control they have over their information being shared 
with parents/guardians/ teachers/ health professionals. 
 

• Information on services available: young people are unsure what services are available 
to them, who can access the services and when should the services be accessed. 
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• Accessibility: young people raised mental health services that are online are 
preferable, as well as welcoming youth-friendly spaces.  Long waiting periods and the 
cost to access mental health services were raised as barriers. 
 

• Training: ongoing training to improve mental health literacy and referral pathways for 
teachers, parents and frontline staff including police who support young Canberrans 
who are struggling with mental health.   

Over the course of the discussion, the following central themes and principles emerged 
from the Forum discussions: 

EDUCATION 
It was proposed that a unit be taught yearly from kindergarten. The unit needs to be a term 
long (8-10 weeks) and a minimum of two classes per week. The unit would start out 
teaching basic self-care, respectful language, education on sleep hygiene, how to help your 
friends, emotional expression, what services are available. As the age of the students 
progresses, so would the mental health unit.  Concepts are included that surround rights 
regarding substance use i.e. teaching their rights around what happens if they use 
substances and need help, if you call an ambulance when your friend is overdosing, what 
are your rights? Will you get in trouble? (Safety first). As mentioned, the concepts will start 
off simple and get more complicated. The point is to keep the mental health and wellbeing 
unit relevant to the age of the students being taught. 

Teachers are currently mandated to teach their students about mental health but there is 
no accountability, and students are none the wiser about mental health statistics and 
support services. For teachers, this unit would be about how to help (refer) a struggling 
student who has come to you for help and how to be respectful of the fact that there are 
probably students in your class currently struggling (regarding language and terminology 
used). These classes need to be taught by professionals. We recommend teachers have a 
minimum of Mental Health First Aid training. 

Recommendation: All ACT schools implement a compulsory Mental Health Unit from 
kindergarten through to year 12 that provides age appropriate support for young people. 
The Mental Health Unit to provide a minimum of two classes per week throughout the term 
(8-10 weeks). 

Recommendation: All staff within the Education Directorate and front line staff/teachers to 
complete compulsory Youth Mental Health First Aid Training. This training also involves a 
yearly refresher course.  

Recommendation: Increased community awareness and educational programs on mental 
health. 

Recommendation: Ongoing comprehensive training for all ACT Police Officers on Youth 
Mental Health First Aid and appropriate community response. 
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ROLES, RESPONSIBILITIES, CONFIDENTIALITY AND DUTY OF CARE 
The confidentiality between student, school and home. Confidentiality is something 
students worry about a lot, and they would love the opportunity to talk sometimes without 
fear of consequences. Improved transparency between the counsellor and student could 
really help with this, as was discussed at the Youth Assembly. There was concern that school 
counsellors break confidentiality without discussing it effectively with the young person.  
Counsellors could be encouraged to discuss questions like: “I am concerned for your safety, I 
might have to tell your parents about this, how that would affect you? Specifics and clarity 
would really help as well e.g. “is there a particular parent or carer you would prefer I tell? 
Would you like to be there for the conversation, or not? Are there any specific details you 
would like me to leave out of the conversation, if possible?” 

Young people expressed that when privacy was breached in regards to disclosure around 
sensitive issues such as suicidal thoughts, a lack of awareness of Counsellors’ roles and 
responsibilities is contributing barrier.  It is important that Counsellors ensure young people 
have a clear understanding of their roles, responsibilities and moral or legal obligation in 
regards to their duty of care and mandatory reporting.  

Young people identified that confidentiality is often broken with personal information being 
shared with other staff without consent. This is a major factor as to why young people do 
not access school counsellors or confide in teaching staff.  

If a student feels that confidentiality has been unlawfully broken, there needs to be 
someone without a connection to the counsellor they can talk to. It came up often that 
teachers do not hold other teachers responsible, that there is a conflict of interest that 
often causes issues to not be addressed appropriately within the workplace dynamic. 

Recommendation: Counsellors and Teaching staff to recognise their primary obligation 
regarding confidentiality is to the student first and prior to any disclosures required under 
the Mandatory Reporting ACT ( duty of care) to guardians or other parties, Counsellors must 
discuss directly with the student the disclosure process, what information will be provided 
and to whom.   

Recommendation: Students to have increased autonomy over what personal information is 
shared and to whom, within a counselling relationship.  

Recommendation: Counsellors and Teaching staff to ensure young people have a clear 
understanding of their roles, responsibilities and moral or legal obligation in regards to their 
duty of care and mandatory reporting. Mental Health Services 

The development of a ‘how-to guide ‘on what an accessible service looks like for young 
people? An accessible service for young people includes: 

• A service should have an online aspect for people that can’t physically attend. There 
should be an online resource. This could include information about services for both 
young people and parents and could be accessed by both (confidentiality). 

• The location should be accessible in all ways. Physically, it must be able to allow 
anyone to entire regardless of physical limitations. Location, we need more on the 
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southside of Canberra as majority of youth services have historically been provided on 
the northside. Privacy, the building needs to be unmarked so if someone you know 
sees you, that doesn’t become a barrier for you to attend. A building that contains 
other health services to act as a cover until the stigma of mental illness comes down. 

• It should be well-advertised (young people at the assembly were expressing how they 
had never heard of most of the in person or online services we discussed. Many did 
not even know of headspace.) 

• Short wait time (wait times at services like headspace are currently several months 
long, even when a young person is at risk of self-harm) 

• Should be casual, comfortable and ‘homey’. 

• Needs to factor in language barriers and have options for people who speak English as 
a second language. 

• Needs to be culturally appropriate for culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) 
people, as well as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 

• Should include some aspect of support for families/partners/close friends, somewhere 
for people to go who are in a primary support role for someone struggling. 

• A way for families/partners to be educated on appropriate approaches to mental 
health issues. 

• A mental health record, kept online, that can be taken from service to service to avoid 
people having to repeat their situation at different services. This needs strictly follow 
confidentiality and privacy legislation. 
 

Recommendation: Develop quality standards for youth-friendly health services in the ACT, 
standards to include availability, accessibility, affordability, acceptability and equity of 
health services. 

Recommendation: Youth health services are geographically accessible to meet the needs of 
young people in the ACT. 

TRIAGE HUB FOR THE ACT (ONLINE AND PHONE). 
It was proposed a Triage Hub be developed. This would be a 24/7 resource. The Triage Hub 
will help narrow down services, to help people find exactly what they need at the time. How 
does it work? You input your information (for example: how old you are, what suburb you 
are in, what can you afford to pay, major issues of concern, and language/cultural back 
ground.) You can present to the Triage Hub with your key concerns and the Triage Hub helps 
find a service most appropriate for your situation. A benefit of developing this online/phone 
‘tool’ is that it could collect data on which services are most frequently recommended to 
people and what people are searching for. This information could be used to help 
understand where there is a need for more funding and attention. 

We were all under the impression that an online information hub, like the one discussed 
above, does not currently exist specifically for the ACT. If there is a service that does exist, 
young people certainly don’t know about it. If this service does already exist, people need to 
be made aware of it. 

This recommendation followed lengthy discussions on young people not knowing what 
services are available in Canberra, what they can access, what they are allowed to access, 
including what different services do. There was also concern flagged around the messaging 
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that Lifeline puts out- several young people made comments like “I wouldn’t call Lifeline 
when I was struggling, because they say it’s for people in crisis, and if I’m not actually dying, 
I don’t think I can call them. It’s not serious enough, I could be taking up someone else’s 
place who really needs the help.” 

Recommendation: Develop a central online Triage Hub specific to the ACT that provides 
triage information and confidential online support and counselling to young people, their 
families and friends. 

COMPULSORY MENTAL HEALTH TRAINING FOR POLICE 
It was proposed a mandatory course for everyone who works in law enforcement, including 
Crime Stoppers be implemented (example: Mental Health First Aid run by Mental Health 
First Aid Australia). It was considered this is urgently required, as mental health and crime 
are often linked, and often people don’t feel safe around police or safe even just calling 
them for assistance. Further, police are usually the first respondents to a suicide attempt in 
the ACT, and several young people had concerns about how the police have treated 
them/themselves/friends when in a state of mental health crisis.  ACT Police have been 
reported to exacerbate mental health crises in some instances, rather than calm them. The 
Police are sometimes the only team to send to someone in a mental health crisis, so they 
should be trained on how to appropriately approach situations (including appropriate 
language/terminology, and appropriate respect to the individual) 

It was proposed ACT Police Officers to participate in a comprehensive training and exercises 
throughout their career to work effectively with mentally ill people. Training to cover the 
following areas: understanding mental illness with a focus on Youth; identifying those with 
mental illness who may be in crisis; and communicating and interacting with them in a 
respectful, non-aggressive way to reduce their distress and de-escalate them.  

Recommendation: Ongoing comprehensive training for all ACT Police on Youth Mental 
Health First Aid and appropriate community response. 
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HOMELESSNESS AND YOUNG PEOPLE FORUM 

 

This Forum explored the key issues that lead young people to homelessness and provided 
recommendations that address the systemic issues that drive and exacerbate youth 
homelessness. 

The Forum was co-facilitated by four Council Members: Ms Shaylah McClymont,  
Mr Nicolas Simoes DaSilva, Ms Megan May, Ms Jazmyn Michie and Mr Justine Barker, 
Director, Youth Coalition.  

HOMELESSNESS AND YOUNG PEOPLE FORUM-GIVING CHILDREN BACK THEIR CHILDHOOD AND 

YOUNG PEOPLE BACK THEIR YOUTH 
Youth homelessness in the ACT remains a critical challenge, one which has only worsened. 
Young Canberrans still sleep in our streets, they still flit from house to house, staying with 
friends. They still seek out beds in limited refuges and in transient or unpleasant living 
conditions. ABS data from the 10 years to 2016 shows that homelessness among  
19-24-year-olds rose 64 per cent in the ACT. A third of people who seek help for 
homelessness are 12-24-year-old Canberrans, majority of them are women, and many single 
mothers. According to Youth Care Canberra, 500 young people will be homeless on any 
given night.  

That homelessness can take many forms. It is most visible in the mattresses tucked away on 
sidewalks and in parks, which are becoming increasingly common. But it also takes the form 
of insecure or overcrowded accommodation, what some call cultural homelessness because 
such conditions are so unstable or unpleasant as to make it clear a person has no home 
despite a roof over the head. Some who access support reside in refuges, of which we 
understand there are two in the ACT. Others, eventually, may enter supported housing or 
friendly landlord schemes, hurling a young person deep into independence and demanding 
they cope while their peers and fellow young people stay supported by parents for far 
longer. This situation expects that a 15-year-old be as emotionally and practically mature as 
a 24-year-old, that they learn how to shop, cook, deal with conflict and turmoil, often in 
conditions challenging and less than desirable. And that is perhaps what is most distressing 
about youth homelessness. It ends a childhood, treats a youth like an adult, and pretends 
that parents, who may have been violent or abusive, are not needed.  
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What we propose here will cost not insignificant amounts of money and resources. But we 
also know that investing in homelessness prevention and management saves far more 
money than it costs. It assists young people to avoid entering the criminal justice system and 
emergency wards, while ensuring they continue with education and training that will allow 
them to enter the labour market. We also know that homeless or at-risk children and young 
people are worth more than any money we will spend on them. To give them back their 
childhood and youth is of incalculable worth.  

THE FORUM 
We ran our forum with twenty young people, broken into two equal groups. One group 
discussed the principles and policies we should adopt to prevent homelessness, while the 
other group focused on managing and ending youth homelessness after a family breakdown 
and a young person has left the home. We posed a series of opening questions to the 
participants, with a range of sub-questions and fact scenarios if discussion became stuck. 
We sought to draw out principles that the young people thought should guide policymaking 
in this area, such as how services should engage with young homeless people or family 
conflict, and who should guide this process.  

Over the course of the discussion, three central themes and principles emerged from the 
Forum discussions: 

• Trust young people: young people should always be believed when they say there is 
family conflict or that it is impossible to continue living in the home.  When a young 
person or child says that they cannot live in the home it demonstrates a fundamental 
breakdown in the home. Little value is added when service providers or frontline staff 
quibble with young people about whether their exact claims can be immediately 
validated.  

• Recognising age difference: the age of a young person should be considered when 
delivering services to young Canberrans. 

• Children and young people need support: when a family unit breakdown occurs, and a 
young person becomes homeless the support needs recognise that the transition to 
independence is a long one and has many variables.  Hard age limits on who can 
access services and support may mean young Canberrans may not be receiving the 
appropriate support. 
 

OneLink, the centralised information and support hotline for homelessness in the ACT, 
needs to have its opening hours expanded. Currently, the service is only available between 
8am and 6pm on weekdays. This should be expanded to include evenings, weekends and 
public holidays, hours during which youth homelessness is most likely to occur following a 
family conflict in the home.   

Recommendation: Increase the opening hours of OneLink (centralised information and 
support hotline for homelessness in the ACT) to include evenings, weekends and public 
holidays.  This is will assist young people to access support at times when family conflict is 
likely to occur. 

A new emergency service for people who are unable to access a short-term bed through 
OneLink to provide essential goods is required. People who contact OneLink would have the 
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option to log their location to which a package would be delivered. This could include food, 
emergency shelter, water and possibly a health assessment. There needs to be a recognition 
that people are not getting beds fast enough, but until this issue is addressed, short-term 
responses need to be put in place to alleviate the challenge of living on the street. 

Recommendation: Establish an outreach service to provide essential items for young people 
who are unable to access short term accommodation through OneLink, this may include 
emergency shelter, water and/or a health assessment.   

Recommendation: Integration of family crisis and homelessness response training into 
existing domestic and family violence training for health staff, first responders and other 
frontline staff.  

There needs to be an improved emphasis on prevention. This could be achieved by greater 
investment in services such as Family Treehouse which provide family mediation and 
conflict resolution support.  

Recommendation: Investment in preventing youth homelessness, by increased funding for 
services such as Family Treehouse, which provides family mediation and conflict resolution 
support.  

Respite home services aimed at 9-15-year-olds, an age group currently excluded from 
homelessness response services is required. This would provide short- and long-term 
supported accommodation aimed at transitioning a young person back into the family, if 
appropriate, or into foster care or adult services when old enough. This service could build 
on the Lighthouse Institute model by creating a fully supported environment that seeks to 
mirror the family and provides safety and stability until long-term care can be arranged.  

Recommendation: Establish respite home services aimed at 9-15-year-olds (an age group 
currently excluded from homelessness response services) to mirror a family unit and provide 
safety and stability until the young person can be reunited with the family or other options 
can be arranged.  

Improved partially independent homes for 16-25-year-olds, as opposed to the largely 
unsupported approach which is currently taken towards this age group. Currently there are 
only 84 medium-term and 19 short-term beds for homeless people, a completely 
inadequate level of resourcing. As noted above, it is necessary to recognise that a young 
person who has been excluded from their family does not immediately become 
independent. Young people rely on their families to help with their transition to 
independence: young homeless people lose this critical support. These homes should seek 
to bridge the gap between childhood, youth and independence while also providing 
compassionate and well-funded living conditions. Young people should have their own 
rooms, with communal living and an embedded support network in a home with several 
other young people. This support network would include mentors, psychologists, nurse, 
tutors and general life assistance. The goal should be to keep people in education or 
traineeships while they learn soft skills and life skills as they transition to independence.  
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Recommendation: Provide and improve partially independent homes for 16-25-year-olds, as 
opposed to the largely unsupported approach which is currently for this age group.  This 
environment would bridge the gap between childhood, youth and independence, aiming to 
keep the young people in education or traineeships as they transition to independence.  
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YOUTH CIVIC PARTICIPATION FORUM  

 

This Forum explored how young people can drive change in their communities and be heard 
by Government. 

The Forum provided recommendations on ways government can better engage with young 
people on policy reform and issues that impact on young people directly. 

The Forum was Co-Facilitated by four Council Members: Mr Isaac Martin, Mr Liam Jones, 
Ms Sukanya Ananth, Ms Bronte Froome and Ms Hannah Watts, Youth Coalition.  

YOUTH CIVIC PARTICIPATION FORUM  
The Assembly’s theme “Our Voice, Our Impact” highlighted the importance of young 
Canberrans being part of the conversation about Canberra’s future. As a country with a rich 
democratic tradition civic participation is foundational to the Australian way of life. As a 
community, Canberra faces emerging challenges as it continues to grow. In an era of 
growing apathy with the government, social media and the proliferation of digital 
technology has changed the way we interact and engage with each other. These disruptions 
have changed the face of civic participation in many significant ways. At the same time, 
engaging citizens in the process has never been more easily facilitated by technology the 
rates of civic participation continue to erode and trust in government continues to decline.  

In a recent Triple J survey involving 11,000 young Australians, only 7 percent felt that 
politicians acted in public interest.1 Against this context, the ACT Youth Assembly brought 
together a diverse group of young citizens to unpack what civic participation looks like today 

                                                             
1https://www.fya.org.au/2018/09/10/what-young-people-are-saying-about-politics-in-australia/  

https://www.fya.org.au/2018/09/10/what-young-people-are-saying-about-politics-in-australia/


Page 19 of 30 
 

in Canberra, discuss ways to get more young citizens more aware of ways to have their 
voices heard by government and identify ways to affect change in their community. 

The structure of the forum allowed for young Canberrans to have as much say as possible 
within the allocated two hours.  

The Forum first comprised of defining civic participation, then using worldwide examples to 
allow the group to understand the depth and breadth of civic participation as a topic. This 
included examples of ‘talking trees’ and government-led consultations with a focus on 
young people having continuing dialogue with planners.  

Ms Maddie Diamond, winner of the Community Services Award at the 2018 Young Canberra 
Citizen of the Year Awards also spoke about her journey to climate justice and activism, 
worldwide and locally. This gave the young people within the forum a thorough 
understanding of what is possible with not only drive but also a genuine and meaningful 
collaboration between government and young people. 

The Forum then focussed on brainstorming what is working and not working in the ACT, 
regarding the engagement of young people in policy and change. Youth talked about what 
could make the current processes better and presented new ideas for the government to 
use when seeking opinions of young people. 

Finally, the group broke up and investigated, in a broad manner, how the government could 
best consult and collaborate with young people. 

Young Canberrans care about issues affecting their community. It was clear from the outset 
the diverse grouping of young Canberrans cared about issues. During the icebreaker, while 
all youth had the opportunity to state an issue they cared about or a ‘silly’ policy to 
introduce themselves, all Youth chose real-world policy suggestions. 

Here is a word cloud reflecting responses 
when asked: “if you could implement one 
policy what would it be?”. 

During the discussions it was evident there 
were views that were collectively shared 
across the group, such as lowering the voting 
age to 16 which enjoyed majority support. Yet 
there was also discussion about differences of 
opinion in the details of policy or ways of 
delivering the change in policy, telling of the 
ability of young people to consider complex 
nuances. 

Over the course of the discussion, three central themes and principles emerged aimed at 
furthering the capacity of young people to participate in pre-decision consultation were 
proposed.  
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A mix of in-person and online consultation methods to alert young people to pertinent 
issues, and to overcome digital literacy/access barriers was discussed. It was also contended 
in the session that in-person consultation facilitated by peers (with support from 
government officials) would better provide for the views of young people to be teased out, 
thereby resulting in the collection of authentic feedback. Further, in-person consultation 
sessions, particularly at schools, would serve as a means of alerting a wider demographic of 
youth to ongoing consultation on pertinent issues – where young people have to actively 
seek out online surveys, or have to rely on networks to alert them to the survey, in-person 
consultation would assist with reaching those young people who are not aware of 
traditional means of government consultation. 

It was suggested that in-person peer-led consultation could be achieved through an 
expression of interest process inviting youth leaders to facilitate sessions on relevant youth 
issues, or through extending the mandate of the YAC to conduct in-person consultation on 
youth matters. 

Surveys of different length, with options to provide more in-depth feedback. Several youth 
noted that digital literacy or access issues, or a lack of experience with/exposure to 
government processes might preclude young people’s participation in surveys. These issues 
are further exacerbated by the time constraints of young people who are juggling study with 
several other extracurricular commitments. 

The introduction of simple surveys that may be completed in under a minute, with 
predominantly binary questions (Yes/No) would allow for a greater number of young people 
to respond, as it would be significantly less daunting. These surveys however should provide 
for optional at-length feedback to be given by interested youth. 

Recommendation: Implement a range of consultation methods: a mixture of in-person and 
online consultation to engage young people on pertinent issues, and to overcome digital 
literacy/access barriers to better collect authentic feedback from young people. 

An overwhelming majority of youth raised a lack of understanding about what the 
government will do with their feedback to be a barrier to participation in consultation. 
Ongoing and collaborative discussions about the purpose of collating feedback, as well as 
reporting mechanisms on how the feedback has been incorporated into decision-making 
were identified as key opportunities to engage with and involve young people in 
consultation and government decision-making. This reporting may be achieved through a 
combination of in-person and online means, namely by sending all youth engaging with 
surveys a follow-up email with a summary of feedback from young people, as well as with 
information on which suggestions/recommendations were adopted, and which were 
rejected, along with rationale. 

A shift away from ad hoc consultation to ongoing consultation was identified as the most 
significant method of improving youth participation in government decision-making and 
consultation. 

Recommendation: Ongoing and collaborative approach to consultation: a lack of 
understanding about what the government will do with feedback is a barrier to participate in 
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consultations. Ongoing and collaborative discussions about the purpose of collating 
feedback, including reporting mechanisms on how the feedback has been incorporated into 
decision-making were identified as key opportunities to engage with and involve young 
people in consultation and government decision-making.  

Civic education: Lack of awareness of government and policy-making processes, as well a 
lack of provision of balanced information on issues affecting young people, is a further 
barrier to participation for young people in government consultations.   

Youth identified a lack of awareness of government and policy-making processes, as well a 
lack of provision of balanced information on issues affecting young people, to be a further 
barrier to participation in government consultation. 

Recommendation: Implement a comprehensive Civic Education unit to provide greater in-
depth understanding of Government and policy-making processes, education on current 
affairs (particularly on issues pertinent to young people), as well as providing students with 
optional time off every week to engage in civic activities (volunteering for community 
organisations etc.)  

Recommendation: Commit to an ongoing and collaborative approach to consultation for 
young people that clarifies the purpose of collating feedback and includes reporting back 
mechanisms on how the feedback has been incorporated into decision-making  

Recommendation: Provide genuine opportunities to engage with and involve young people 
in consultation and Government decision-making.  
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EQUALITY AND EQUITY FOR ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER 
YOUNG PEOPLE FORUM 

 

This Forum explored how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people can experience 
similar outcomes to their peers. Whilst examining the gaps and provided recommendations 
on ways to move forward for a more just and inclusive society. 

The Forum was co-facilitated by four Council Members: Ms Dhani Gilbert,  
Mr James Morgan, Ms Natasha Tioukavkin, Mr Ngalan Gilbert and Mr Don Bremrose, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, Facilitator. 

“Education is the key to success in life, and teachers make a lasting impact in the lives of 
their students.” - Solomon Ortiz 

The education system is an institution of learning and discovery, it encompasses major 
developmental changes, stages of life and understanding. However, the education system of 
Australia’s Capital Territory is not meeting the needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Students. Whilst there have been improvements in school attendance and completion of 
year 12 by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Students there has not been an increase in 
positive future outcomes for these young people (Refer to Figure One).  

THE FORUM 
The Forum began with a “check-in” to understand where the young people stood on the 
issues, how they were feeling about the session and to learn each other's names. The large 
group of young people then separated into three smaller groups spending approximately 20 
minutes discussing the three overarching themes of Education, Cultural Competency and 
Out-of-Home Care.  

Within the Education session, young people were posed with the question “How much do 
you know about local Ngunnawal history?” The response overwhelmingly was that youth 
had little to no knowledge surrounding the history of the space they live in. When given the 
example of the Yass Mission and the story surrounding that, the young people were 
shocked; this sparked conversation and allowed youth to begin unpacking initially the major 
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barriers they believe Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Young People face in the 
education system (Refer to Figure Two). During discussions, the facilitator noted important 
issues on yellow post-it notes attaching them to the side labelled “Barriers”.  

After exploring barriers, the young people then brainstormed ways to overcome these 
barriers and possible solutions to other barriers raised by other youth. These solutions were 
then discussed and noted in a similar fashion to the barriers (Refer to Figure Three). During 
the “Wrap-up” of the session young people were asked to vote on what solutions they 
believed to be the most important; marking their first preference in green and their second 
preference in orange or yellow.  

 
 
 
 
Barriers as  
Brainstormed at  
Youth Assembly  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Solutions as  
Brainstormed at  
Youth Assembly   
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Major Barriers identified by Forum participants:   

1. Young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people find their history, language, 
culture, ways of understanding and issues are not represented or discussed in the 
mainstream education system. 

• There is little to no indigenous language taught. 

• Students have a limited understanding of history, specifically local history. 

• Non-Indigenous students have better access to resources regarding history, 
language and culture than some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young 
people. 

• The education system does not provide students with an understanding of 
current and historical issues regarding First Nation Peoples. 

• The lack of acknowledgement that colonisation is still affecting Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Peoples makes it difficult for young people to battle the 
idea that colonisation, oppression and dispossession are things of the past 
rather than continuing aspects of life affecting young people. 

• Young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People struggle with the idea that 
there is no variety perspective in resources taught and when is there is no 
credit for the knowledge that is passed down. 

• Terminology, when used to describe Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
People, is often insensitive and inappropriate. 

• When Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander issues, history, culture, language, 
and ways of understanding are spoken about in school they are separated 
from mainstream non-Indigenous issues creating a division between students 
learning.  

 
2. Young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people experience difficulty accessing 

resources within the Education system. 

• Non-indigenous students have better access to resources regarding history, 
language and culture than some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young 
people. 

• There is limited access to knowledge regarding Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander People. 

• Within the community there are limited connections to the local Ngunnawal 
and Ngambri peoples. 

• Coming from a low socio-economic background often makes resources 
difficult to access. 

 

3. There is a lack of current awareness surrounding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
issues. 
 

4. There is no education on the continuing impacts of colonisation. 
 

5. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people feel disconnected from the 
education system. 
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Forum participants came up with the following solutions in regards to the barriers 
identified: 

• Compulsory education on local issues. 

• Empower local Ngunnawal and Ngambri people to engage with schools and 
the education system.  

• Embrace Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture and stop comparison of       
Non-Indigenous to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 

• Remove stigma around affirmative action. 

• Remove bias towards education and educational resources. 

• Embrace local culture. 

• Invite the local community to share knowledge with students and young 
people. 

• Don’t shy away from difficult conversations. 

• Identify and address underlying issues around attendance, grades and 
attitude towards education. 
 

Recommendation Embrace Ngunnawal and Ngambri Elders and community members in 
relation to language, culture and history to share knowledge, teach and build community 
relations. Within a culturally safe space that encompasses their rights to ownership from a 
community development framework. 

Recommendation : A more consistent and universal approach to cultural competency across 
ACT Schools that is age-appropriate and links to local Indigenous history along with 
Australia-wide Indigenous history, current and relevant issues. 
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OUT OF HOME CARE 
The participants were first introduced to Australia's history of removing Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander children from families, how the intention was to protect them and 
how those actions resulted in a National Apology. Discussions also touched on the personal 
and local experience of Aunty Jannette Phillips who provided a welcome to country and 
shared her experience of her family being relocated to Yass as a child.  

The Our Booris, Our Way interim report was shared, it shows the current areas of focus in 
the child protection system and how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are 12.5 
times more likely to be in out-of-home care than any other child. This is not the first time 
that there has been a review, it was noted that recommendations from previous reports, 
consultations and Royal Commissions are yet to be implemented. 

Themes that emerged from this discussion was primarily around the need for Cultural 
Competency, forum participants identified the importance of understanding other people’s 
cultural when intervening those unique family dynamics. Non-Indigenous youth shared their 
personal experience of being placed in a foster family and feeling alienated and couldn’t 
imagine what Indigenous people would feel.   

The participants noted that the issue was complex but recognised that the ACT Government 
should employ Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in executive positions ensuring 
that any recommendations or changes are firstly implemented, and secondly that they are 
done in a culturally appropriate way. While there have been changes to how children are 
protected, the people making these policy decisions and those implementing them, their 
intentions and the overrepresentation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in this 
system hasn’t changed. 

Based on these discussions, the following recommendations where made:  

Recommendation: Establish an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children Commissioner 
who will oversee and implement the Our Booris, Our Way Recommendations and on an 
ongoing basis, provide comprehensive review and advice to the child protection system on 
issues of culture and equity. 

Recommendation: Ensure that the ACT Public Service reflect its clientele by establish 
workforce representation targets that reflect client representation (for example: nearly  
30 per cent of children in out of home care are indigenous, this number should be reflected in 
the responsible public service area). 

Recommendation: Commit to funding the capability building of Aboriginal Controlled 
Organisations to service. 

Recommendation: Mandate Cultural Awareness training for all Community Services staff 
which includes local history and mentions of Aboriginal children removal/protection or areas 
relating to their responsibility. 

Recommendation: Commit to the recommendations from the Our Booris, Our Way Interim 
Report and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Consultation Report.  
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CULTURAL COMPETENCY 
Traditionally, there has been a significant lack of Indigenous cultural competency in a variety 
of sectors, most notably, health and education. This, in turn, has affected Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander individuals and their access to these facilities. In the 2014-15 Social 
Survey, 35 per cent of Indigenous Australians stated that they were subject to unfair 
treatment based on their status as an Indigenous Australian.2 Consequently, 13 per cent had 
avoided seeking further healthcare treatment.3 Additionally, 30 per cent of Victorian 
Indigenous Australians stated that they had been subject to racism when accessing health 
services.4  

In terms of education, there has traditionally been a lack of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander representation in policy development, program implementation and service 
delivery at both the school and system levels. A lack of education providers’ Cultural 
Competency has also impacted on the learning and engagement of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students. 5 Consequently, this topic was selected for participants to become 
aware of the extent to which lacking cultural competency has affected individuals.  

The Forum was conducted in the following format: a five-minute briefing on the topic, 
outlining the above statistics and informing youth of the current situation. Young people 
were then asked questions such as how this has affected institutions such as schools, 
workplaces and universities. Participants were also asked to provide suggestions and 
recommendations on how this issue could be examined and solved. Each group member 
provided insightful solutions and suggestions. The following themes were discussed in 
detail: inconsistency with ACT School programs (some providing more cultural competency 
education than others), a clear lack of awareness about what consists of cultural 
competency and finally, teachers and healthcare workers not being equipped with enough 
cultural competency knowledge.  

Forum participants came up with the following solutions and suggestions: 

• Training all ACT Public Servants, healthcare workers and teachers in cultural 
competency. 

• Building a more consistent and universal school program in terms of how 
Cultural Competency is taught.  

• Reinforce and teach local Indigenous history within schools along with 
Australia-wide Indigenous history.  

• Increase available information regarding the cultural significance of public 
holidays such as NAIDOC week and Reconciliation Day.  

 

                                                             
2https://www.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/indigenous/hpf-
2017/tier3/308.html 
3https://www.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/indigenous/hpf-
2017/tier3/308.html 
4https://www.education.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/153236/ATSI_Strategic_Plan.
pdf.pdf 
5http://atsieb.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Key-Issues.pdf 
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Recommendation: Mandate Cultural Awareness training for all ACT public servants which 
includes local history and the Aboriginal children removal/protection or areas relating to 
their responsibility. 

Recommendation: Increase information available regarding days of cultural significance 
such as NAIDOC Week and Reconciliation Day.  

Recommendation: Building a more consistent and universal school program in terms of how 
cultural competency is taught.  

Recommendation: Reinforce and teach local Indigenous history within schools along with 
Australia-wide Indigenous history.  
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