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About Youth Action

Youth Action is the peak organisation for young people in NSW and 
the youth services that support them. Our work helps build the 
capacity of young people, youth workers and youth services, and 
we advocate for positive change on issues affecting these groups. 

It is the role of Youth Action to:  
•
• Respond to social and political agendas relating to young people 

and the youth service sector.   

• Provide proactive leadership and advocacy to shape the agenda 
on issues affecting young people and youth services.   

• Collaborate on issues that affect young people and youth 
workers.   

• Promote a positive profile in the media and the community of 
young people and youth services.   

• Build capacity for young people to speak out and act on issues 
that affect them.   

• Enhance the capacity of the youth service sector to provide high 
quality services.  

• Ensure Youth Action’s organisational development, efficiency, 
effectiveness and good governance. 
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Summary 

Strengthening social capital is key to the successful rebuilding of the economy and society 
post COVID, especially if we are to establish the conditions for young people to thrive and 
reach their full potential. Our state and our nation will need targeted investment to increase 
engagement and participation of young people, through supports and services in areas 
such as mental health, education, employment, through care for those in contact with law, 
justice, and child protection systems, and the expansion of youth specific services. Young 
people need to be actively involved in the design, implementation, and monitoring of these 
programs and services to ensure their effectiveness.

Many young people feel the disruptions caused by the pandemic, which occurred at a 
crucial time in the development of their social skills and education, has significantly 
impacted their chances for employment and capacity to live a fulfilling life.

Prior to the arrival of COVID-19 in 2020, Australia was facing a mental health crisis 
amongst young people. The past two years have exacerbated this issue. The 2021 Annual 
Mission Australia Youth Survey saw mental health at the top of concerns for young people 
aged between 15 and 19. The top three personal issues identified by young people were: 
coping with stress, mental health, school and study problems. These persisting inequalities 
and lack of opportunities for young people were compounded by impacts of COVID-19 
upon their lives. Feedback received by Youth Action during our face-to-face consultations 
with young people and the youth sector throughout 2021 echoed these experiences.

Youth Action’s COVID-19 recovery report draws on what we heard through these ongoing 
consultations. Young people and the sector’s lived experiences of dealing with the impacts 
of COVID-19 strongly influenced their thoughts, ideas and recommendations about what is 
needed for society to recovery. 
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Key Recommendations
 

Health and Wellbeing

• Invest in capacity of youth services through a 20% funding increase to provide non-
clinical prevention and early intervention mental health support programs including 
provision of funding for additional staff to meet increased demand.

• Improve capacity of youth sector to respond to young people tackling mental health 
challenges through the rollout of training such as mental health first aid or accidental 
counsellor training to the youth sector and identified youth peer support roles.

• The provision of access to free rapid antigen tests (RATs) to young people under the 
age of 25.

Education and Learning

• Increase the educational support for young people in school and community contexts 
who have been negatively impacted by COVID-19 and remote learning such as 
continuation of the NSW Government’s COVID-19 intensive learning support program 
and expand resourcing to existing partnership programs between NSW Department of 
Education and non-government youth organisations to support re-engagement of young 
people who have disengaged from education and learning.

• Additional investment in school and community-based education about consent and 
healthy relationships. Importantly, this should educate young people on law reform 
around affirmative consent and coercive control.

• Additional funding to support young people in NSW in obtaining their learner and 
provisional licence. This could include investigating more options for community-based 
driver licencing programs so that they can provide end-to-end support for young people 
throughout the entire licencing process.
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Jobs and Income

• Develop a comprehensive, whole of Government Youth Employment Strategy, including 
a representative steering committee for oversight and monitoring, with young people’s 
voices and lived experience placed at the centre of the Strategy. Such a strategy should 
identify a diverse range of education and employment pathways as well as promote 
secure work and training opportunities for all young people in NSW.

• Increase resourcing to expand the availability of specialist youth employment programs 
with a particular focus on study-to-work transitions for young people from socially 
excluded groups and those with limited education and employment experiences.

• Strengthening the rights of insecure and precarious employees. Including, but not 
limited to, the expansion of the casual conversion provision under the Fair Work Act 
2009 (Cth), ensuring the classification of workers with large businesses as employees 
and the criminalisation of wage theft.

Youth Services and Youth Participation 

• 20% increase to ongoing funding to expand service delivery in early intervention and 
youth development programs aimed at increasing engagement, confidence and 
participation of young people.

• Explore the feasibility of extending the NSW Government Youth Opportunities program 
to fund a greater number of multi-year grants for local youth-led and co-designed 
participation initiatives beyond the current 12 months funding period.

• Embed youth participation and leadership into the design, implementation and 
monitoring of all NSW Government funded youth programs and policy development.

Youth Justice Throughcare 

• Work with the youth sector and young people from socially excluded groups (regional, 
First Nations, culturally diverse communities, young people with disability, young people 
doing it tough, and LGBTQIA+ young people) to co-design a whole of Government 
approach to address the growing disadvantage experienced by these groups as a result 
of the pandemic. 
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• Expand the provision of care to young people in the NSW out of home care system to 
21 years.

• Raise the age of criminal responsibility for young people in NSW from 10 years to 14 
years.

Intergenerational Inequity and Disadvantage

• Increased investment in social and community housing to reduce the number of young 
people at risk of or experiencing homelessness.

• Further supports to ease the financial pressure on young renters and reduce the 
number of young people experiencing rental stress, spending greater than 30% of their 
income on housing.·       

• Investigation and commitment to mechanisms that will improve housing affordability in 
NSW and increase the feasibility of home ownership for young people. For instance, 
Youth Action encourages the NSW Government to further consult with young people on 
a range of potential solutions such as the NSW property tax reform proposal.

COVID-19 Recovery

• That the NSW Government develop a whole of government Young People’s COVID 
Recovery Framework which outlines a strategy for the inclusion of young people’s voice 
in recovery planning and guides actions to support young people across all areas of 
their lives.

• Continue availability of resources and funding to support agile service delivery through 
initiatives such as the NSW Government Social Sector Transformation Fund and NSW 
Social Sector Support Fund to allow youth services to provide relevant early intervention 
services and programs to support young people tackling the impacts of living with the 
pandemic, including capacity to innovate and adapt requirements such as through 
outreach or online service delivery.

• Work with youth sector and young people from socially excluded groups (regional, First 
Nations, culturally diverse communities, young people with disability, young people 
doing it tough, and LGBTQIA+ young people) to co-design a whole of government 
strategy to address the growing disadvantage experienced by these groups as a result 
of the pandemic.
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Health and Wellbeing

During our consultations, young people and the youth sector spoke at length about the 
difficulties they are experiencing accessing mental health support across the full spectrum 
of treatment from early intervention programs through to crisis and ongoing clinical 
support. This situation was present before COVID-19 and they all stressed that the 
demand for mental health support has now outstripped the mental health sector capacity. 
The wide-ranging impacts of pandemic across all areas of young people’s lives has 
resulted in mental health becoming one of the most common challenges reported by 
young people. This was compounded by young people’s experiences during lockdown 
when access to mental health programs was limited so young people could not receive 
crucial support during that time.

“The mental health aspect of lockdown was really long; we had no contact with people 
outside our family” – young person, Fairfield High School, Youth Action consultations July 
to November 2021.

The sustained anxiety felt by many young people throughout this period and the new 
Omicron outbreak has reignited these feelings of uncertainty and fear for many young 
people. 

“I was really fearful seeing people in my neighbourhood with COVID” – young person, 
Fairfield High School, Youth Action consultations July to November 2021.

“I get really anxious when people say it’s never going to be normal again … this really 
freaks me out” – young person, Kiama High School, Youth Action consultations July to 
November 2021.

Young people talked about difficulties with long waitlists for clinical mental health support. 
Some waitlists are months long while other services have closed their books. Young 
people in regional areas reported experiencing limited availability of mental health support. 

“We have quite a few services available to them [young people] already, but it’s the waiting 
times between having the problem and accessing help for it” - young person, Katoomba 
Headspace, Youth Action consultations July to November 2021

“Headspace have long waiting lists … during lockdown there was literally no one to talk 
to.” – young person Orange Council Youth Council, Youth Action consultations July to 
November 2021
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Additionally, the cost of private mental health treatment was unaffordable for many young 
people. 

“Mental health (treatment) being completely covered under Medicare would be amazing” - 
young person, Katoomba Headspace, Youth Action consultations July to September 2021.

Youth services talked about the importance of early intervention, non-clinical support 
offered by youth programs and activities. Youth workers expressed their frustration as they 
feel the significant wellbeing benefits of the deep relational work undertaken by the youth 
sector is poorly resourced. The diverse nature of this support means many young people 
connected to youth services literally “grow up” in these services, first connecting when they 
are pre-teens and staying engaged until they reach adulthood. This long term, ongoing, 
wholistic support provided through services such as individual case management, crisis 
and material assistance, drop-in, outreach, arts and recreation, peer support, and youth 
development initiatives all act as soft entry points to connect young people to non-clinical 
assistance and help support the wellbeing of those with more complex mental health 
issues until they can access clinic intervention. 

Both young people and the youth sector identified the impact on their wellbeing of 
concurrent family stress and pressure resulting from COVID-19 outbreaks and lockdowns. 
This was felt acutely by those living in areas of Western and South Western Sydney who 
underwent the harshest restrictions. Some young people spoke to us about the caring 
responsibilities they had as a result of parents or other family members suffering ill-health 
related to COVID-19. While other young people told us about the financial stress caused 
by family job losses during the lockdowns, including at times becoming the sole earner in 
their households. They felt support for family's needs to be included in any 
recommendations to address young people’s wellbeing. 

Access to youth medical support for young people is also an issue, especially for those 
living in less resourced environments. 

“Young people in the regions don’t have access to youth specific health services” – young 
person, Kiama High School, Youth Action consultations July to November 2021

There is limited availability of appropriate youth-friendly, culturally safe youth health 
services as is the case for young people in regional areas or First Nations young people, 
those from culturally diverse communities, LGBTQIA+ young people, or those with 
disability. 

Young people without adult support within their families also struggled and had to rely on 
other adults such as youth workers and teachers, to help them access reliable health 
information and support. During lockdown most youth services could not offer face-to-face 
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service so they were unable assist young people with access to medical services. Workers 
reported that young people in this situation are less likely to present to GPs or NSW Health 
Hubs to get vaccinations or boosters and are more susceptible to health misinformation. 
They expressed concerns about the number of their clients that have missed out on 
important health information about COVID-19 because they did not have trusted adults 
with whom to discuss their concerns. 

Domestic and family violence also has a significant impact upon the physical and mental 
health of young people in NSW. Young people have shared with Youth Action that it is 
essential that government and service providers offer tailored support to them, which 
acknowledges their significant experiences of domestic and family violence as primary 
victims/survivors. It is important to young people that support is inclusive of the 
experiences of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people, culturally and linguistically 
diverse people, LGBTIQ+ people, people living with a disability and other socially excluded 
groups in our communities.

Recommendations

• Invest in capacity of youth services through a 20% funding increase to provide non-
clinical prevention and early intervention mental health support programs including 
funding for additional staff to meet increased demand as well as provision of a diverse 
range of early intervention programs that can act as soft-entry points to accessing 
mental health support through outreach, drop-in, peer support, arts and recreation, and 
youth development models. 

• Improve capacity of youth sector to respond to young people tackling mental health 
challenges through the rollout of training such as mental health first aid or accidental 
counsellor training to the youth sector and identified youth peer support roles.

• The provision of access to free rapid antigen tests (RATs) to young people under the 
age of 25.

• Increased provision of clinical mental health services to young people through state-
wide availability of telehealth and online services as well as doubling the number of 
mental health care plan sessions available with a mental health professional for young 
people under 25 years with moderate to severe mental health conditions from the 
current 20 sessions to allow access for those young people requiring long term mental 
health support.

• Increase availability of specialist youth mental health support available to address acute 
and crisis issues through to chronic mental health conditions with a particular focus on 
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improving access for socially excluded groups of young people (regional, First Nations, 
culturally diverse communities, young people with disability, young people doing it 
tough, and LGBTQIA+ young people).

• Increase young people’s access to specialist youth health experts through increased 
investment in youth specific training for general practitioners and designated youth 
health professionals with a particular focus on improving access for socially excluded 
groups of young people (regional, First Nations, culturally diverse communities, young 
people with disability, young people doing it tough, and LGBTQIA+ young people).

• Allocated resourcing through NSW Health to build on current COVID communications to 
young people and develop a comprehensive strategy to involve them in the co-design of 
COVID messaging across a range of platforms for a diversity of target groups.

• Develop a campaign to promote where young people can find reliable, accessible 
information to improve their health literacy, including utilising peer-education and youth 
ambassador models to provide health information to young people through their own 
networks and well as government ones.

• Explore partnership opportunities between NSW Health, Local Heath Districts, NSW 
Education, and non-government youth services for young people under 25 years to 
receive vaccinations and boosters through outreach clinics in schools, youth services, or 
other community locations where young people gather, with a particular focus to 
improving accessibility for young people in regional areas.

• Increase tailored services available to young people experiencing domestic and family 
violence. Young people should be considered primary victims/survivors and their voices 
must contribute to health, police, justice and non-government responses to domestic 
and family violence.  
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Education and Learning

All the young people and youth workers we heard from described the difficulties young 
people have experienced with education and learning over the past two years. All 
expressed compassion for the context in which teachers and educators have had to 
operate. Some young people felt their schools were able to successfully navigate the 
complexities and students spoke positively about the support and understanding they 
received from teachers and education staff.   While other students felt the uncertainty and 
disruption caused by shifting between school based and remote learning coupled with the 
inequity of access to digital devices and connectivity exacerbated existing education 
challenges with which many young people were already struggling. 

Youth workers and young people spoke about their worry about the negative 
consequences of these students disengaging from their studies and falling behind in their 
learning.Digital inclusion and exclusion have been a significant concern of Youth Action. 
Not having access to internet or devices at home has exacerbated learning challenges for 
young people throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. It is essential that the needs of these 
young people are considered by policy makers to ensure that educational policies do not 
further entrench digital exclusion.

“It was hard doing schoolwork online because we don’t have internet access at home … I 
didn’t do much school work at all” – young person, Maari Ma Aboriginal Health Service 
Broken Hill, Youth Action consultations July to November 2021.

“There needs to be free, accessible tutoring as so many young people missed school … it 
needs to be extra one on one tutoring” – young person, Orange Council Youth Council, 
Youth Action consultations July to November 2021.

Young people expressed a variety of views about their experiences of learning during 
lockdown and their return to the classroom. Some young people who felt well supported in 
their learning, valued the flexibility and lessening of pressure provided by remote study. 
They talked about how they appreciated the opportunity to work at their own pace, away 
from difficulties they usually have in classroom contexts managing interpersonal 
interactions or different learning styles. 

“Having the ability to put things aside or spend more time on a subject. More time in the 
morning and after school to work instead of travelling” – young person, Elizabeth 
Macarthur High School, Narellan Vale, Youth Action consultations July to November 2021.
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Others who had felt less supported with education during this time were worried about 
missed learning, especially those in the final years of school. They stressed the need for 
intensive individual assistance to address this and a desire for their experiences to be 
considered when assessing their final results in both 2021 and 2022. 

“I guess the real impact COVID has had is that it just made it that much harder as a 
disabled youth to get a job because not only am I young person, I'm one that's in a 
wheelchair... I think the main issue came down to my education, so when we all went into 
lock down the very first time, I really struggled with at home learning... I often get scared, 
am I going to after all this be qualified enough to get into the Uni I want to get into the 
scholarships I need to do that?” – young person, Tamworth Youth Council, Youth Action 
employment consultations 2021. 

Youth workers concerns were predominantly about the intersection between young 
people’s mental health challenges and their capacity to learn. They reported seeing a 
much larger group of young people with both learning and emotional or behavioural issues 
than in previous years. The uncertainty across society caused by the pandemic outbreak 
and young people’s fears about getting behind in their learning in addition to pre-existing 
mental health issues such as social anxiety or depression mean the prospect of returning 
to school in 2022 is extremely daunting for these young people. The youth sector feels it 
will require significant investment in a diverse range of long-term wellbeing and learning 
support programs located in both school and community contexts to ensure those young 
people who have disengaged feel confident to return and are able to thrive. 

Additionally, young people in our consultations highlighted the important role schools can 
play as a site to access to valuable life skills. They gave many examples about programs 
that are offered through partnerships between schools and non-government youth services 
that they feel could be extended such as mental health and stress management, goal 
setting, financial literacy, employment and career skills, healthy relationships and consent 
education, and skills for independent living such as learn-to-drive programs.

“I believe that young people should be taught the red flags that can be seen as abusive in 
any relationship whether it be friendship or romantic… this is something that should be 
taught in school as it may help decrease the number of people being caught in abusive 
situations” – young person, Murrumbigee area, Youth Action Coercive Control Inquiry 
consultations 2021. 

Recommendations

• Increase the educational support for young people in school and community contexts 
who have been negatively impacted by COVID-19 and remote learning such as 
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continuation of the NSW Government’s COVID-19 intensive learning support program 
and expand resourcing to existing partnership programs between NSW Department of 
Education and non-government youth organisations to support re-engagement of young 
people who have disengaged from education and learning.

• Additional investment in school and community-based education about consent and 
healthy relationships. Importantly, this should educate young people on law reform 
around affirmative consent and coercive control.

• Additional funding to support young people in NSW in obtaining their learner and 
provisional licence. This could include investigating more options for community-based 
driver licencing programs so that they can provide end-to-end support for young people 
throughout the entire licencing process. 

• Resource delivery of digital infrastructure to ensure all young people enrolled in 
education have access to the digital technology to equip them in both school based and 
remote learning contexts. In particular, the Government should support young people to 
have access to the internet and a computer at home.
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Jobs and Income 

Having access to secure, meaningful, and well compensated employment is a key factor to 
young people being set up to fulfil their potential within society.  It is widely recognised that 
the insecure, casual nature of employment for many young people, often in industries 
harshest hit by lockdowns and restrictions, meant that they were disproportionately 
impacted by the employment upheaval and job losses during the pandemic. 

“For me COVID has really affected my work. ... I used to work in Chemist Warehouse, 
someone tested positive for COVID-19 so I had to go in isolation for 2 weeks. That was 
around July and after that we haven't been called for work since. They told me to apply for 
COVID pandemic relief payment. I did that and then they rejected my payment, and I didn't 
understand. I called and no one was trying to help me, so during that isolation, no one paid 
me” – young person, Western Sydney, Youth Action employment consultations 2021.

Young people told us they already experience challenges across the full spectrum of 
employment from becoming job ready and navigating career pathways through to securing 
and maintaining employment. The pandemic made things even more difficult for them. 
Young people from socially excluded groups experienced additional barriers due to their 
lack of access to youth specific employment support to develop essential employment 
skills or find out about available career options.

“[When] I came to Australia, and I wanted to find a job. I had never applied for any jobs 
before, so I went to the store near my home, and they said, OK bring in your resume. I 
went home and I wrote in reasonable handwriting, then I went to the shop, and I gave it to 
the shop owner, and he said, I will call you back. He never called me back. Now I realise 
that the reason was because there was not much for me to write, I don’t have experience” 
– young person, Western Sydney, Youth Action employment consultations 2021.

“I'm pretty concerned about the people with disabilities because they might not know how 
to write a resume, [they need encouragement] to just build up the courage to go and ask 
for employment. The workplace itself matters a lot, because someone with anxiety and 
autism, like me, wouldn't really cope in a fast-food restaurant or a fast retail place because 
it would just be too overwhelming. But I’ve noticed that’s where most of the jobs for young 
people are” – young person, Hunter region, Youth Action employment consultations 2021.

”I think it’s hard [for newly arrived refugee and migrant young people] to find a job because 
of the language and the knowledge that we don't have in comparison to a person that is 
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born here” – young person, Western Sydney, Youth Action employment consultations 
2021.

The wholistic, wrap around support offered by the youth sector plays a crucial role in 
assisting young people with their employment and career aspirations. Securing and 
maintaining employment is a common goal identified by many young people in their case 
planning with youth workers. Services say their work with young people to address issues 
such as mental health, substance use, homelessness, experiences of trauma, and 
learning deficits all contribute to a young people’s capacity to achieve this goal. 

Young people we heard from who were connected to youth services, youth employment 
programs, or attending school or university said they valued the support they received 
through these organisations. Many young people who were connected to employment 
services found it especially useful, although some would have liked to have received more 
personalised and longer-term support. However young people said that if you are not 
connected to organisations like those you can feel especially vulnerable during transition 
periods such as leaving school or university, changing jobs, or when unemployed as it is 
hard to know what to do. They felt this is an important area that needs to be addressed as 
they recognised without this knowledge and individualised support young people cannot 
even begin to consider a career journey.

Young people acknowledged that having formal qualifications through school, TAFE, or 
university was another important factor in increasing their likelihood of securing work. This 
makes young people’s re-engagement with learning post pandemic even more critical. 
Young people were clear that entry into the courses and qualifications need to be 
accessible to young people from a diverse range of backgrounds, especially those in less 
resourced areas such as in regional NSW or low socio-economic communities.

“Education is such a powerful tool, it's kind of like your armour as you go through the 
world. Since going to university, I've learned so much more about the workforce, our 
government, all these things that now I would see are integral into the way that I view the 
world and I want everyone to be able to have that opportunity if they choose that” – young 
person, Youth Action First Nations employment consultation 2021.

Some young people in the consultations expressed feeling overwhelmed by the 
expectation of adults that they should know what they want to do. They felt that there are 
many careers or professions that exist that they might like, however they did not know 
about how to find out about them. Several spoke about their desire to be able to try 
different kinds of jobs to get a better sense about what would suit them. They thought this 
could be most helpful when young people are first starting out. 

“You see a lot of people who once they are out of school, they don’t have any prior 
experience and school only offered a one-time work experience and from that they have 
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got to decide if that is what they want to do” – young person, Fairfield Youth Council, Youth 
Action employment consultation 2021. 

Another theme across all consultations was the need for both young people and 
employers to understand their rights in the workplace. Young people said they felt there 
should be more education about workplace rights and how they can better advocate for 
themselves.

“Not just teaching young people but ensuring that workplaces are upholding their rights. 
Young people who have migrated to Australia with no experience are trying to get a job 
through the correct avenues, but because of all the barriers, it's not possible... What ends 
up happening is that their only opportunity for employment is through people in their 
community like family, friends and relatives. Often these people are not employing or 
paying them properly” – young person, Western Sydney, Youth Action employment 
consultations 2021. 

Young people spoke about the stress of combining study and employment and the impact 
upon their mental health and wellbeing. Young people said there needs to be more 
information about where they can seek support to learn to manage this stress. They also 
expressed a strong desire for employers to have a greater understanding about mental 
health, mentally healthy workplaces, and how to support young people new to the 
workplace to manage their mental wellbeing.

“You're expected to work hard, and you're expected to go home every single day and stay 
up until 9pm and get those good grades. If you don't, then you're not going to go anywhere 
in life. That's just what people think. Not all people, I know but a lot of our current 
generation believe that if we don't go to university or if we don't get a trade, then we're 
going to be nothing” – young person Tamworth Youth Council, Youth Action employment 
consultations 2021.

Recommendations

• Develop a comprehensive, whole of Government Youth Employment Strategy, including 
a representative steering committee for oversight and monitoring, with young people’s 
voices and lived experience placed at the centre of the Strategy. Such a strategy should 
identify a diverse range of education and employment pathways as well as promote 
secure work and training opportunities for all young people in NSW.

• Increase resourcing to expand the availability of specialist youth employment programs 
with a particular focus on study-to-work transitions for young people from socially 
excluded groups and those with limited education and employment experiences.
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• Strengthening the rights of insecure and precarious employees. Including, but not 
limited to, the expansion of the casual conversion provision under the Fair Work Act 
2009 (Cth), ensuring the classification of workers with large businesses as employees 
and the criminalisation of wage theft.

• Expand existing number of places in traineeships and graduate programs within NSW 
Public Service for young people both with and without tertiary education. Prioritise 
places for young people from socially excluded groups. 
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Youth Services and Youth Participation 

As outlined in the introduction to this submission, the key to successfully rebuilding the 
economy and society post COVID is a significant investment in the social capital that 
establishes the conditions for young people to thrive and reach their full potential. This has 
the benefit of not only improving the immediate situation for young people but also 
continues to provide cost saving benefits into the future by reducing the burden of young 
people’s reliance on the social services sector and increasing their capacity to contribute 
to the state’s economic wellbeing. 

Young people spoke repeatedly about the strong, protective factors provided by a cohesive 
community and connection to family, peers, and culture. These conditions help young 
people build resilience in challenging times as well as actively contribute to community 
recovery. 

“We need outdoor activities like sport, art, music, social gatherings … staying together 
we’ll recover together … have a festival to bring people together and make people excited” 
– young person, Fairfield High School, Youth Action consultations July to November 2021.

“Cultural activities for young people, there’s not a lot for young people … [we need] to be 
able to teach young people our cultural knowledge” - young person, Maari Ma Aboriginal 
Health Service Broken Hill, Youth Action consultations July to November 2021.

The youth sector and young people agreed that youth services and programs need to be 
recognised as an important site for this social capital investment. The work undertaken by 
the youth sector in providing opportunities for young people to develop skills to participate 
in decision making within their lives, have their voices heard, and become active citizens in 
their communities can be overlooked, especially in times of crisis and disaster. Workers 
said it is hard to access funding for these innovative, strengths based early intervention 
and youth development initiatives as criteria for funding programs frequently frame young 
people as problems with issues be solved by professionals rather than as under-utilised 
assets within their communities with potential and agency to lead the development of their 
own solutions. 

Recommendations

• 20% increase to ongoing funding to expand youth service delivery in early intervention 
and youth development programs and services aimed at increasing engagement, 
confidence and participation of young people.
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• Explore the feasibility of extending the NSW Government Youth Opportunities program 
to fund a greater number of multi-year grants for local youth-led and co-designed 
participation initiatives beyond the current 12 months funding period.

• Embed youth participation and leadership into the design, implementation and 
monitoring of all NSW Government funded youth programs and policy development.  

• Build professional capacity of the youth sector workforce through scholarships, 
investment in peer to peer work, and training in youth participation and rights-based 
approaches to working with young people.
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Youth Justice Throughcare
 

Our consultations with young people in contact with the law, justice, and child protection 
systems and the services who support them highlighted the impact of COVID and unique 
challenges experienced by these young people. Not only did the complexity of issues such 
as mental health, family and domestic violence, housing insecurity, loss of income, 
disengagement from education, and experiences of trauma increase as a result of the 
pandemic but many of the services these young people rely on to help them navigate 
these challenges were less available. 

Essential youth services were able to maintain face to face service delivery, however many 
youth organisations had to shift to online service provision. Youth workers told us about the 
difficulty they have had engaging this group of young people because they did not have 
reliable access to digital technology to communicate with youth services remotely and it is 
difficult to undertake the intensive relational work necessary to support these young people 
across multiple dimensions of their lives in an online context.

One area that of particular concern to youth workers has the been the COVID-related 
Public Health Order fines accrued by young people in contact with the law and justice 
systems. Young people with unsafe or insecure home situations said it was not always 
possible to stay at their home address. Those without access to supportive adults to 
explain the public health rationale for the orders did not always understand why the 
restrictions were important or the details of the orders. Some felt groups of young people 
were targeted because of their prior conflict with the law and were not offered the same 
diversionary options that other population groups were. Workers have reported clients 
accruing amounts in the tens of thousands of dollars and felt these fines are undoing much 
of the good work undertaken by Revenue NSW to reduce the disproportionate impact of 
fines on vulnerable young people experiencing disadvantage and diverting these young 
people from the fines system.

Young people in out of home care and services working with them say a key element to a 
system that enables them to thrive is the extension of aftercare support beyond 18 years 
to ensure a smooth transition to independence for young people leaving care. 

“My leaving care plan was only completed recently … there is no housing arranged when I 
turn eighteen next month ... I have to leave this residential care program where I have 
lived for the past four years” – young person, Youth Action NSW Parliament Inquiry into 
Child Protection and Social Services consultation 2020. 
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“Young people thought they would stay with their carers … and then placements break 
down … now they don’t know what the other side of eighteen will look like” – young 
person, Youth Action NSW Parliament Inquiry into Child Protection and Social Services 
consultation 2020.

Some residential workers reported their services allowed increased flexibility to provide 
extended support during the pandemic which they felt significantly benefited young people 
in their care.

The youth sector stressed the importance of resources being directed to addressing issues 
of systemic disadvantage which frequently underlie young people’s involvement in justice 
and child protection systems as well as building workforce capacity to provide specialist 
culturally safe, trauma-informed, and evidence-based services to these young people. The 
need for First Nations young people to have access to services and programs provided by 
Aboriginal Owned and Controlled Organisations was particularly highlighted as well as the 
positive impact that can be achieved for young people in raising the age of criminal 
responsibility from 10 years to 14 years. 

“Connection to family and culture teaches you to do stuff that our ancestors taught their 
kids…[We need] more culturally-informed, trauma healing services for parents to help 
explain to children and young people what is happening for them” – young person, Youth 
Action NSW Parliament Inquiry into Child Protection and Social Services consultation 
2020.

Recommendations

• Work with the youth sector and young people from socially excluded groups (regional, 
First Nations, culturally diverse communities, young people with disability, young people 
doing it tough, and LGBTQIA+ young people) to co-design a whole of Government 
approach to address the growing disadvantage experienced by these groups as a result 
of the pandemic. 

• Expand the provision of care to young people in the NSW out of home care system to 
21 years.

• Raise the age of criminal responsibility for young people in NSW from 10 years to 14 
years.

• Implement an in-part waiver system for COVID fines imposed on young people under 25 
years.
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• Increased resourcing for whole-of-community programs youth programs, particularly in 
regional and Aboriginal communities, to help strengthen capacity to tackle systemic 
conditions such poverty, substance use, mental health difficulties, family violence, and 
intergenerational trauma to support children and young people and prevent them from 
entering the justice system.

• Greater investment drug and alcohol support options for young people, particularly in 
regional areas, including intensive residential rehabilitation and inpatient programs, 
counselling, therapeutic groups, and health education and information provision.

• Increased provision of after-hours and weekend programs to engage children and 
young people in meaningful activities. Activities should be free of cost, conveniently 
located, accessible to all children and young people and linked with opportunities to 
learn about and access support services.
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Intergenerational Inequity and 
Disadvantage
 
As described in previous sections, the pandemic exacerbated a range of pre-existing 
inequalities for young people related to both intergenerational issues as well as issues of 
systemic disadvantage. 

Cost of living increases have disproportionately impacted young people on low incomes, 
including COVID related health costs like RAT tests and medications. Young people on low 
incomes without family support and living independently, spoke about their struggle to 
support themselves on Disaster or Jobkeeper/Jobseeker payments if they contracted 
COVID or had to isolate.  

“I had to self-isolate as a close contact, it took me 5 hours over the phone to sort out my 
disaster payment [with Centrelink]” – young person, Ted Noffs Foundation Aftercare 
Program, Youth Action consultations July to November 2021.

Access to affordable housing for young people, which has been a long-term issue, has 
reached crisis point in many regional areas where professionals and families moving from 
cities have pushed up the demand and price of rental properties. 

And the experience of young people from socially excluded groups highlighted the 
differences in the availability of services and supports in resourced versus less resourced 
areas during the periods of lockdown and restriction. 

“There was nothing to do [during lockdown], the skate park is run down, there’s no youth 
drop in, the (rec centre) and pool have fees which families can’t afford” – young person, 
Maari Ma Aboriginal Health Service Broken Hill, Youth Action consultation July –to 
November 2021.

Young people and youth services in Western and South Western Sydney who experienced 
the harshest restrictions and whose communities suffered greater health and economic 
impacts from the COVID-19 outbreak described how they felt a strong division between 
the resources, opportunities, and treatment of people in their area compared to what they 
saw and heard was happening in other more resourced areas of Sydney. They felt initial 
public health messaging unnecessarily stigmatised their communities, especially young 
people from culturally diverse communities. Youth workers are concerned about the long-
term impact of this divisiveness and negative feeling on the self-worth and identity of 
young people in their communities.   

youthaction.org.au page 25



Recommendations

• Increased investment in social and community housing to reduce the number of young 
people at risk of or experiencing homelessness.

• Further supports to ease the financial pressure on young renters and reduce the 
number of young people experiencing rental stress, spending greater than 30% of their 
income on housing.

• Investigation and commitment to mechanisms that will improve housing affordability in 
NSW and increase the feasibility of home ownership for young people. For instance, 
Youth Action encourages the NSW Government to further consult with young people on 
a range of potential solutions such as the NSW property tax reform proposal.

• Increase affordable housing options for young people under 25 years in both 
metropolitan and regional areas.

• Work with youth sector and young people from socially excluded groups (regional, First 
Nations, culturally diverse communities, young people with disability, young people 
doing it tough, and LGBTQIA+ young people) to co-design a whole of government 
strategy to address the growing disadvantage experienced by these groups.
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COVID-19 Recovery

Youth services and young people stressed the need for young people’s views and 
experiences to be included in the NSW Government COVID Recovery planning processes. 
This is key to the success of policy decisions in relation to young people and their recovery 
from the impacts of COVID. 

They recognise that recovery is an ongoing, changeable process which will require society 
to be adaptable in responding to the impacts of the pandemic as well possible new COVID 
outbreaks or return to restrictions. 

The sector spoke very favourably about the provision by NSW Government funding 
initiatives such as the Social Sector Transformation Fund and the Social Sector Support 
Fund which provided additional financial assistance to allow organisations to be both agile 
and innovative in their service delivery models in response to the changing pandemic 
environment. The continuation of investment such as this greatly improves the capacity of 
the youth sector to drive successful outcomes for young people and support them to thrive 
as the both the community and economy recovers. 

Recommendations

• That the NSW Government develop a whole of government Young People’s COVID 
Recovery Framework which outlines a strategy for the inclusion of young people’s voice 
in recovery planning and guides actions to support young people. 

• Continue availability of resources and funding to support agile service delivery through 
initiatives such as the NSW Government Social Sector Transformation Fund and NSW 
Social Sector Support Fund to allow youth services to provide relevant early intervention 
services and programs to support young people tackling the impacts of living with the 
pandemic, including capacity to innovate and adapt requirements such as through 
outreach or online service delivery.

• Work with youth sector and young people from socially excluded groups (regional, First 
Nations, culturally diverse communities, young people with disability, young people 
doing it tough, and LGBTQIA+ young people) to co-design a whole of government 
strategy to address the growing disadvantage experienced by these groups as a result 
of the pandemic.
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