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SUBMISSION TO THE INQUIRY INTO YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH IN THE ACT 

To whom it may concern, 

Thank-you for providing the opportunity to contribute a submission to the Inquiry into Youth Mental Health 
in the ACT. The Youth Coalition of the ACT (the Youth Coalition) is the peak body representing young people 
aged 12-25 in the ACT, and those who work with them. We undertake policy analysis, sector development, 
advocacy, research and projects that respond to issues that impact young people.   

In 2019, the Youth Coalition participated in the Office for Mental Health and Wellbeing’s Review of Children 
and Young People’s Mental Health. This comprehensive community consultation received responses from 
over 800 people, including over 300 young people. The Youth Coalition endorses the outcomes of the 
Review, in particular actions to develop a youth mental health navigation portal, and to scope solutions to 
support children and young people experiencing moderate to severe mental illness.  

We acknowledge that there is a range of new youth mental health initiatives currently underway in the 
ACT, including the development of a second headspace centre on the southside of Canberra, funding to 
expand eating disorder services, and planning for the establishment of a youth mental health inpatient 
unit.  

We highlight the following areas for consideration by the Standing Committee: 

● Mental health supports for young people aged 18-25 years 
● Access to youth mental health services for young people experiencing homelessness 
● Information sharing and referral pathways within the mental health sector 
● Experiences of young people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds 
● Supports for young people within schools 
● Supports for young people within the context of their families 
● Strengthening community confidence in ACT Government mental health services 
● Impact of COVID-19 on young people 

Mental health supports for young people aged 18-25 years 

Young people and youth / mental health services have raised concerns about the lack of service 
continuation for young people once they turn 18, as they transition into early adulthood. At this time in 
their lives, young people have finished secondary school and may be entering into further education, 
commencing employment or moving out of their family homes. They are becoming increasingly 
independent, with less access to the formal structural supports available through school. They may also 
have less access to material and emotional resources from family and other support networks. This is 
particularly true for young people who are already engaged in service systems, such as young people in 
out-of-home care.  
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Young people attending university in the ACT have identified that there are not enough campus-based 
mental health supports to assist students experiencing stress, anxiety and depression. Some of these 
students may be living out of home for the first time, and/or struggling to cope with the transition into 
tertiary education. Anecdotally, we have heard reports that international students are at particular risk of 
mental health concerns, as well as suicide.  
 
We note that the ACT Children and Young People Death Review Committee reviews deaths of children and 
young people before they turn 18, in order to help prevent similar deaths from occurring in the future.1 As 
the ACT Government defines a young person as aged between 12 and 25, we suggest that the scope of the 
Committee be expanded to include young people aged 18-25, to identify opportunities for early 
intervention and prevention of suicides among young people.  
 

Access to mental health services for young people experiencing homelessness 

 

Youth service providers have reported that young people experiencing homelessness, including those who 
stay in youth refuges, have been excluded from accessing youth mental health residential services in the 
ACT. Eligibility criteria for these services requires them to nominate an address to which they will return 
after treatment. This service policy excludes Canberra’s most vulnerable young people from accessing 
essential mental health support, which may assist them to address issues that are exacerbating conditions 
leading to their homelessness.  
 

Information sharing and referral pathways within the mental health sector 

Young people have identified that it is important to them to be provided with opportunities to make 
decisions about how and when their information is shared between mental health professionals and 
services. While confidentiality and privacy are very important to young people, they also identified that 
they often had to share their stories over and over again as they moved between practitioners or services, 
which sometimes caused them to become retraumatised. Young people wanted the option to decide if 
another practitioner could have access to their files, so they didn’t need to share their story again.  
 
Additionally, some young people who used online services (such as chat-based support) suggested that it 
would be helpful to have the option to have a transcript of the conversation sent to their regular 
practitioner; highlighting the need for improved integration between e-services and face-to-face services.  
 
Some young people who accessed community-based mental health services in Queanbeyan reported that 
the transition to access ACT Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services could be challenging, due to being 
in a different jurisdiction.  
 

Experiences of young people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds 

 

In a 2019 consultation about mental health needs and experiences, service providers identified a range of 
additional challenges that young people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds experience. 
These included:   
 

● Intergenerational family/peer conflict related to living within two potentially conflicting cultures: 
the ‘external’ culture (school and friends); and their home culture (family background).  

 
1 ACT Children and Young People Death Review Committee, Publications: 
https://www.childdeathcommittee.act.gov.au/publications 

https://www.childdeathcommittee.act.gov.au/publications
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● Barriers relating to language and terminology: Different cultural communities may have varying 
conceptualisations of mental health and mental illness. Additionally, young people may be 
required to act as interpreters for other family members with limited English.  

● Stigma: In some communities, mental health is not discussed, which creates barriers for young 
people and family members if there is a risk of upsetting the local community.  

● Upskilling mainstream services: Service providers identified the need to both expand existing 
trauma-based services that support young people from refugee backgrounds, while also upskilling 
practitioners in other settings to provide culturally-appropriate trauma support. This includes 
within community-based services and education settings.  

 

Supports for young people within ACT schools 

 

The Youth Coalition acknowledges the work by the ACT Government to provide mental health support to 
students within schools, including by providing multidisciplinary welfare teams, expanding the school 
psychology program, and funding community-based services to deliver programs to students.  
 
When discussing the school-based supports, young people can often identify a particular staff member 
they trust, who they will seek out for support. Alternatively, they can also identify staff members who they 
found to be unhelpful when they needed support. Which staff members young people will approach varies 
across schools and students, but may include members of the welfare teams (such as school counsellors, 
youth workers or youth health nurses), or of the teaching staff. This highlights the need to ensure that 
students are familiar with a range of school staff they can talk to when they need support, and that all staff 
members are adequately trained in responding to mental health concerns.  
 
Young people identified that stigma remains an issue within school settings and may be a barrier to 
accessing school-based supports. In some cases, young people were unable to identify who their school 
counsellor was, or where their office was located. Others raised concerns about privacy and confidentiality, 
reporting that the school counsellor walked them back to their classroom in front of other students, or 
shared information with their parents without their consent. Young people also wanted the option to 
access support outside of school hours or on school holidays. This raises the need for flexibility in the 
provision of school-based services, as well as stronger partnerships between schools and community-based 
services.  
 

Supports for young people within the context of their families 

Family-based prevention and early intervention strategies are essential to support young people and 
families to address the risk factors that increase family stress and conflict, and to improve family 
functioning.  
 
The ‘Safe and Connected Youth Project’, coordinated by the Youth Coalition and delivered in partnership 
with four community organisations, aims to prevent child and youth homelessness and improve family 
functioning. Within the existing temporary funding from the ACT Government, the Project provides 
therapeutic outreach support and family mediation to children, young people and their families. Through 
case management, therapeutic caseworkers have worked with ACT Government mental health services to 
link young people to treatment and support.  
 
The Project is demonstrating promising early outcomes in reconnecting young people to families and 
improving family functioning. It also delivers on the ACT Government’s commitment to reduce pressure on 
tertiary service systems and invest in earlier supports. 
 

 



 

 4 

 
Strengthening community confidence in ACT Government mental health services 

In consultations and inquiries regarding youth mental health in the ACT, young people, families and service 
providers often report a range of issues regarding their experiences with ACT Government mental health 
services, including Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS). We note that the submission to 
this Inquiry from the Public Advocate and Children and Young People’s Commissioner identifies a range of 
systemic issues relating to the provision of tertiary care services for young people in the ACT. 
 
To strengthen community confidence in these services and to ensure quality service provision, an 
evaluation of CAMHS and other ACT Government mental health services would identify areas that are 
working well and clarify areas that need strengthening. It would be helpful to examine service integration 
across the youth mental health sector, including government, community and private providers, to improve 
seamless access to support for young people and their families.    
 

Impact of COVID-19 on young people  

In early April, the Youth Coalition conducted a survey of service providers working with young people and 
families to examine the early impact of COVID-19. This highlighted that young people and their families 
were experiencing higher levels of stress, anxiety and depression; as well as increased alcohol and other 
drug use. Services were reporting higher demand from existing clients seeking emotional support. Online 
and phone-based mental health providers reported an increase in demand for counselling. Our full 
communique outlining the findings and recommendations can be viewed at 
www.youthcoalition.net/covid-19/   

With social distancing bringing new opportunities for services to innovate and provide new forms of service 
delivery, it also raises the importance of ensuring that young people can continue to be connected to their 
peers, services and community, especially while being isolated at home away from friends and other 
networks, to support their mental health and wellbeing.   

Thank-you for the opportunity to contribute a submission to this Inquiry.  

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Dr Justin Barker 

Executive Director 

Youth Coalition of the ACT 

 

  

 

http://www.youthcoalition.net/covid-19/



