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ACT YOUTH ADVISORY COUNCIL SUBMISSION TO  
ACT GOVERNMENT’S RESPONSE TO COVID-19 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The COVID-19 pandemic in Australia is part of the ongoing worldwide pandemic of the 
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 
2 (SARS-CoV-2).  

The first confirmed case in Australia was identified on 25 January 2020, in Victoria, when a man 
who had returned from Wuhan, China, tested positive for the virus. 

On 12 March 2020, the ACT announced its first case, the 142nd case in Australia. A man in his 
30s who had not travelled overseas but did travel outside of the ACT. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has presented challenges for Canberra’s young people, including 
access to information and transition of front-line service support to virtual and remote service 
support.  

The ACT and Australian Governments continues to respond to the range of community needs 
including those of young people in the ACT community. COVID-19 will remain a threat to public 
health for the foreseeable future. 

There is no doubt that the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has been widespread however 
one of the groups most impacted is young people.  

Council surveyed young people aged 12 to 25 from across Canberra to gain a better 
understanding of the issues young Canberrans have faced or experiencing as a result of  
COVID -19. 

Council developed a survey to ensure the ACT Government heard the voices of young people 
and their experiences during the CODID-19 pandemic.   

31 young people responded to the survey. 

This submission highlights the issues faced or experienced by young people in the ACT as a 
result of COVID-19 presented by the ACT Youth Advisory Council (the Council).  

 

ACT YOUTH ADVISORY COUNCIL 
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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.  

Council members are appointed by the Minister for Children, Youth and Families, to advise on 
behalf of young Canberrans. To add to the expertise and life experience provided by the 
Council, the Council also surveyed a representative cross section of young people in the 
Canberra community. 

KEY ISSUES 

Four key issues identified by both the Council and the survey of Council’s networks were: 

• education;  
• mental health services; 
• access to services; 
• employment; and 
• housing, rent and homelessness. 

. All the issues are interconnected and have flow on effects to each other.  

These effects of each issue will be felt during the COVID-19 pandemic as well as in the short to 
medium and long term after the COVID-19 pandemic. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Council has identified 8 recommendations from the survey results which are listed below. 

The Council; recommends that the ACT Government: 

1. Improve support schools to ensure students have not been disproportionately 
disadvantaged by online schooling, this includes access to free tutors for students who 
may have fallen behind or who attend traditionally disadvantaged schools.  

2. Continue to lobby local universities to ensure that the potential disadvantage faced by 
both year 11 and 12 students will not affect university placement.  

3. Implement a program similar to the NSW active kids’ rebate for young people aged 12 – 
25 years old. 

4. Extend the current capabilities of mental health plans, including expanding the number 
of free psychologist and counsellor sessions provided and ensuring all medical 
institutions have the capability to grant mental health plans through telehealth for 
young people who cannot attend in person. 

5. Create a resource to assist young people to access services and assistance, across 
different services categories. 
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6. As students return to Canberra to attend university provide additional financial 
assistance to ensure students who are not able to find jobs can access the support they 
need. 

7. Deliver a campaign to encourage young people to reach out for help when they need it 
and encourage safe spaces where young people can reach out for help. 

8. Explore options to provide payments to young people who may not be able to pay rent 
or support other housing related costs. 

Education 

In the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, all levels of education have and continue to be 
impacted. Social distancing saw schooling moved online. Both the Council and wider survey 
participants believed this move majorly impacted their education. While some students 
reported a dramatic increase in workload, others reported a decrease in workload. Online 
schooling allowed individual schools and even individual teachers to set work. This is likely to 
result in an increased disparity between students at different schools. As students go back to 
face to face learning, this disparity will become more apparent. The varying levels of education 
and support offered will be most apparent in college students. Out of all the impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, education was cited in the Council’s survey as the factor that has had the 
most impact in young people's lives. Education was also the area young people in the Council’s 
survey indicated as the factor with the most improvement needed.  

The Council recommends that the ACT Government improve support schools to ensure 
students have not been disproportionately disadvantaged by online schooling, this includes 
access to free tutors for students who may have fallen behind or who attend traditionally 
disadvantaged schools.  

Additionally, the Council also recommends the ACT Government continue to lobby local 
universities to ensure that the potential disadvantage faced by both year 11 and 12 students 
will not affect university placement.  

Mental health services 

There is no doubt that the COVID-19 pandemic has had detrimental effects on everyone’s 
mental health. The Council and its wider network agreed that mental health is going to be one 
of the areas most impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Young people may have experiences an 
exacerbation in their current mental illnesses or some young people may have developed new 
or additional mental health illnesses. There is already a long wait for young people to access 
mental health services in the ACT. What young people need coming out of this COVID -19 
pandemic is a significant increase in accessible mental health services. The Council recommends 
an increase in free mental health services for young Canberrans of all ages. This includes 
funding for increased counsellors and psychologists in schools and other support providers. As 
well as this, young people also want an increase in capacity for telehealth services in the ACT. 
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The Council continues to support the development of a youth mental health portal and believe 
this portal will be key to supporting young people in the coming months. 

The loss of young people’s or their family’s jobs may result in young people not being able 
participate in their normal sporting clubs, extracurricular activities and/or social groups. This 
will increase the social isolation young people may feel which could lead to mental ill health.  

To mitigate this, the Council recommends the ACT Government implement a program similar to 
the NSW active kids’ rebate. The rebate would provide money to families to ensure young 
people are able to still participate in social aspects of the community. This program could be 
extended past the NSW model to include young people aged 19 – 25 years old. 

The Council also recommends the extension of the current capabilities of mental health plans 
to acknowledge the hardship and mental toll the COVID-19 pandemic has had on young people. 
This includes expanding the number of free psychologist and counsellor sessions provided and 
ensuring all medical institutions have the capability to grant mental health plans through 
telehealth for young people who cannot attend in person.  

Access to services 

Due to increases in the need for other services and as a result of a backlog due to the isolation 
period, services are struggling to keep up with demands. Services in the ACT will require 
additional support to manage any increases in demand. The Council recommends the ACT 
Government increase the accessibility, availability and suitability of services, including youth 
specific substance abuse support services, disability support services and poverty and income 
support services.  

The Council also recommends the creation of a resource which can help to point young people 
in the right direction for accessing services and assistance, across different services categories. 

Employment 

Young people are mainly employed in hospitality and retail industries.  These industries were 
and continue to be the most impacted by the COVID -19 restrictions. Young people have relied 
heavily on the JobKeeper and JobSeeker payments to survive.  

The Council recommend lobbying the Commonwealth Government to extend the JobKeeper 
and JobSeeker payments or begin to offer a similar payment to young Canberrans when this 
program ceases. Additionally, there are many ACT young people who were ineligible for 
JobKeeper or JobSeeker. This may have been due to being laid off, already unemployed or 
because people who have worked for their employer for less than one year are ineligible for the 
JobKeeper Income support, even if they have worked in their position for more than 12 
months, with separate employers. 
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Meanwhile, across Australia there is only one job available for every 12 people looking and the 
number of young people out of work or needing to increase their hours is at its highest since 
records began in 1978. As the ACT Government delivers the Roadmap to Recovery, more 
support must be given to businesses to increase their employer base. 

As students return to Canberra to attend university, the Council recommends the ACT 
Government provide additional financial assistance to ensure students who are not able to find 
jobs can access the support they need. 

Housing, Rent and Homelessness 

Young people are particularly vulnerable in terms of losing employment and income due to the 
high number of young people in casual and part time positions. Homelessness doesn't 
discriminate. Everyone is potentially one life-changing event away from being homelessness. 
Most people never expect to become homeless in their life and the COVID-19 crisis has left 
people unexpectedly homeless and unaware of how to find help and support. During this time, 
in the short to medium and long term, young people have or could suddenly become homeless 
for the very first time, because of loss of income and may not know how to access services or 
navigate the system. The Council suggests better advertisement of the services available for 
young people in the ACT who become homeless as well as recommend the extension of the 
Onelink crisis support service to a 24h service. 

Despite people under 25 making up 42% of the homeless population, many young people who 
find themselves homeless do not access homelessness services. This can be because young 
people can often feel embarrassed or ashamed of their situation and so are reluctant to reach 
out for help. The Council recommends a campaign to encourage young people to reach out for 
help when they need it and encourage safe spaces where young people can reach out for help. 

Housing and rent issues for young people are directly linked to employment. Due to the 
employment issues already raised young people are also likely to experience housing and rent 
issues. The Council recommends the ACT and Commonwealth Government’s explore options to 
provide payments to young people who may not be able to pay rent or support other housing 
related costs. 

 




