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I am pleased to provide the Assembly with an update on A Step Up for Our Kids, 

the ACT Government’s out of home care Strategy.  

A Step Up was launched in January 2015 with the vision of children and young people 

in care growing up strong, safe and connected. The priorities of the Strategy are clear:  

- Trauma informed care;  

- Preservation – keeping families together;  

- Restoration – reuniting families wherever possible; and  

- Permanency – long-term solutions to keeping children and young people strong, 

safe and connected when they are not able to live safely with their birth family.  

A Step Up ensures a greater focus on trauma-informed care supported through 

therapeutic plans, a trauma recovery service at Melaleuca Place and training for staff. 

The Strategy focuses on keeping families together and reuniting families through 

investment in the mother and baby unit at Karinya House; and Uniting Child and 

Family services such as Newpin that, in Uniting’s words, “... is about bringing parents 

and their children back together, stronger than ever.” Since its commencement in the 

ACT in 2016, more than 580 families have been referred to a Uniting service. 

As a community, we know that for some children, their safety is served by a 

placement in out of home care. This decision is never taken lightly and is a decision for 

the ACT Childrens Court. For these children and young people, the Strategy 

determines that permanency means having a safe and stable place to live. This is 

delivered by nationally recognised organisations (Barnardos, OzChild and the 

Australian Childhood Foundation) committing to the Canberra community as the 

ACT Together consortium. 
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This makes an enormous difference for the 812 children and young people in out of 

home care, which includes 106 children and young people on Enduring Parental 

Responsibility Orders. 

A Step Up for Our Kids also invested in the CREATE Foundation to connect young 

people who have an experience of out of home care, to empower them to build  

self-confidence, self-esteem and skills so they can have a voice and be heard.  

Carers ACT provides advocacy and support services to foster and kinship carers who 

are the backbone of the out of home care system providing safety, love and support to 

children and young people across Canberra.  

Families are able to receive valuable support, training and advocacy through the 

Red Cross Birth Family Advocacy Support Service whatever their engagement with the 

child and youth protection system. This was a new investment under A Step Up for 

Our Kids and we have since increased funding to expand this valuable service. 

The ACT Government has continued to invest in strong families and decision making 

by family and kin through Family Group Conferencing delivered by Child and Youth 

Protection Services, and Functional Family Therapy delivered by OzChild in partnership 

with Gugan Gulwan. 

Achievements 

As seen in the regular Snapshot Reports for A Step Up, the monitoring data shows that 

we are making gains since the implementation of A Step Up for Our Kids.  

At the end of the financial year 2016-17, 196 children and young people had entered 

out of home care. At the end of the financial year 2018-19, that number was 119 – a 

39 per cent reduction, or 67 fewer children and young people entering out of home 

care. At the end of June 2020, a total of 121 children and young people had entered 
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out of home care in the financial year – sustaining the reduction compared with 

2016-17 and 2017-18.  

To put a human face what it means for a child to stay with their family rather than 

enter out of home care, one Canberra mother has said that Karinya House is 

“… helping me to access the services I need to rebuild... Now my daughter can have the 

future she deserves, and I can become myself again.” 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children and Young People 

The over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young 

people in the out of home care system is unacceptable and the ACT Government is 

committed to working in partnership with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

community to address this.  

A demonstration of this has been the Our Booris, Our Way review into the 

over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people 

in the out of home care system. While Our Booris, Our Way was established around 

mid-way into the implementation of Step Up for Our Kids, it has strong connections to 

the Strategy’s overarching priorities.  

In commissioning this review I committed it to being co-designed and overseen by the 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community. This community-led process gave 

people the confidence to engage with the review and its recommendations have the 

support of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community.  

The ACT Government formally responded to the Our Booris, Our Way final report on 

13 August 2020 and agreed in full to 28 recommendations and sub-recommendations 

and agreed in principle to a further seven. One recommendation was noted.  
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I again thank members of the Our Booris, Our Way Steering Committee and the 

interim Implementation Committee for their ongoing commitment and hard work. It is 

not always easy to work in this space, especially when it is about your own 

community. The ACT Government recognises this incredibly important contribution.  

The Our Booris, Our Way final report and the Government Response provides us with 

a roadmap to work together to deliver the outcomes we all want to see – Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander children and young people living safely with their families, 

connected to community, culture and country.   

I have reported to the Assembly previously that I am becoming more confident that 

data on entries into care indicates progress. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

children and young people represented 11 per cent of children and young people 

entering care in the first half of this financial year.  

Unfortunately, at the end of the financial year, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

children and young people represented 27 per cent of all children and young people 

entering care, compared with 21 per cent in 2018-19. In numbers, this is 33 children 

and young people entering care, compared with 25 in 2018-19, 52 in 2017-18 and 

59 in 2016-17.  

The outcome for 2019-20 highlights the fact that we still have a lot of work to do, but 

it is also important to acknowledge that it represents a significant reduction from the 

numbers of children entering care in 2016-17 and 2017-18. This is important because 

the reductions we have seen reflect the work of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people and organisations. It is their success and it deserves to be recognised as such. 

Functional Family Therapy and Family Group Conferencing have also been introduced 

in the ACT during the life of A Step Up for Our Kids. The reason for the success of these 

two programs is simple – they recognise that the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 



 
 

 
6 

 

community has the solutions. Family and kin led decision making and a recognition of 

deep kin and community networks is important to bring about change. 

Listening to people 

We are committed to listening and action.  

I was delighted to be at the National Arboretum this time last year to launch new 

resources for the Charter of Rights for Children and Young People in Care. These 

resources include advice from children and young people about bringing the rights to 

life. As one young woman said, “The Charter is important because we are important, 

like all children and young people…” 

 care and protection system’s key stakeholders and their voices must be captured in 

policy, planning and service delivery. The Community Services Directorate and 

ACT Together are about to launch a recruitment campaign called ‘we are listening’ for 

young people to join their governance structures. We are also piloting an employment 

opportunity for young people with a care experience that is expected to become an 

employment pathway for young people.  

Through CREATE’s work with their young consultants, the Government gets direct 

advice from young people on how the system can improve – from overarching policy 

directions to practice changes that can be clearly seen by someone with lived 

experience. It’s been a privilege to meet with the young consultants and I thank them 

for their important work.  

The ACT Government recognises that the Public Health Emergency declared as a result 

of the COVID-19 pandemic has an impact on young people. On 12 August, the 

Chief Minister announced that additional support will be available for young people in 

out of home care as they consider their future aspirations.  
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The Government is also making one-off support payments to foster and kinship carers 

of $300 for each child or young person in their care. Carers play a critical role in our 

community providing safe and nurturing homes for vulnerable children and young 

people. The COVID-19 pandemic has had an impact on all Canberrans – physically, 

mentally and financially. This payment acknowledges the impact on those families 

who have stepped up to provide safe and loving homes for children and young people 

who have already experienced trauma in their young lives. 

Next steps 

Given the complexity of implementing A Step Up for Our Kids and the number of 

processes and recommendations that will need to be taken into account as we move 

into the next stage of reform for child and youth protection, the Government is 

extending the contracts of the organisations delivering A Step Up for Our Kids.  

As part of these extensions, we have invested in maturing the reforms and initiatives 

currently underway – including preservation and restoration services, an expansion of 

Functional Family Therapy for children and young people in out of home care and 

more funding for permanency for children where Enduring Parental Responsibility 

Orders will keep them strong, safe and connected. 

Deeds of Variation have been finalised with our five of our six community service 

partners – Karinya House, Uniting Children and Families, Carers ACT, Red Cross and 

the CREATE Foundation. The Community Services Directorate is close to finalising 

arrangements with Barnardos and the lead agency for the ACT Together consortium 

that will maintain continuity in the service system to June 2022.  

In the period to June 2022, the Community Services Directorate will focus on 

evaluating the Strategy and working closely with the community on the next stages of 

reform for child and youth protection and out of home care. 
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At the same time, the Directorate will continue to implement new measures and 

address recommendations from Our Booris, Our Way – including expanding the 

engagement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander controlled organisations in service 

delivery – and the recently completed Health and Community Services Committee 

inquiry into Child and Youth Protection Services. 

Work will also continue with the Human Rights Commission, community partners and 

legal system stakeholders on improving decision making and review across the 

continuum of families’ engagement, including the establishment of external merits 

review. There’s a lot we can learn from other jurisdictions, but as we heard in a recent 

workshop with experts from Victoria and Queensland, we also have an opportunity to 

learn from them and develop an even better review structure. 

Reform in child and youth protection is not easy or quick – it never has been in any 

child protection system. But together we can continue to improve the support we 

provide for children, young people and their families and carers to deliver 

life-changing outcomes in the best interests of children and young people. 

 

 


