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I am pleased to present the latest progress update on implementation of the ACT Children 

and Young People’s Commitment 2015-2025. The Commitment, developed in 2015, sets a 

vision for a whole-of-community approach to promoting the rights of children and young 

people from birth to 25 years in the ACT. 

This progress update provides an overview of the work that has been done to support 

children and young people in the ACT. The data included is from different sources across 

government, primarily from 2018-2019, but where possible more recent information is 

included.  

Some of the work included in this progress update will be impacted by the COVID-19 

pandemic and public health emergency. I can assure Canberrans that the ACT Government’s 

commitment to children and young people will remain strong and the government will 

adapt to meet changing needs.  

Extensive consultation with children, young people, community agencies and key areas 

within the ACT Government identified six priority areas. These priority areas are key to the 

work we do across the ACT Government and wider community to ensure that children and 

young people in the ACT are safe, included, supported and protected. 

The first priority is to provide access to quality healthcare, learning and employment 

opportunities for all children and young people in the ACT. 

We know that young people’s health, learning and employment opportunities are 

intrinsically linked; that’s why in 2017 we commenced work on the Early Support initiative, 

which will shift the human services system further towards being one of early assistance and 

improved wellbeing.  

Central to this approach is working in an integrated way across the Justice and Community 

Safety, Health, Community Services and Education Directorates and with community sector 

partners. 

By doing this, we establish a shared responsibility for the future of children and young 

people in the ACT and ensure this extensive reform will help deliver against the priorities 

identified in the Commitment. 
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We are also changing how we work with the community so the voices and lived experience 

of people most impacted by our services, including children and their families, are front and 

centre of what we do. This includes working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

community members to co-design and co-deliver community-led solutions. 

In February 2019, the ACT Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Agreement 2019-2028 was 

signed. This renewed and expanded agreement outlines how the ACT Government will work 

collaboratively with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community for the next 

decade, respecting the fundamental principle of self-determination, across the ten focus 

areas of: children and young people, cultural integrity, inclusive community, community 

leadership, lifelong learning, connecting the community, health and wellbeing, economic 

participation, housing and justice. 

To support delivery of culturally appropriate health care for children and young people, the 

Child Development Service continues to work in partnership with Winnunga Nimmityjah 

Aboriginal Health and Community Services to prioritise assessments for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander children identified as at risk of developmental delays. 

Every child needs, and is entitled to, the opportunity for a fair start in life through access to 

learning and development that meets their individual needs. Minister Berry is leading the 

important Future of Education Strategy which: 

• Places students at the centre of their learning; 

• Empowers teachers, school leaders and other professionals to meet the learning 

needs of all students; 

• Builds strong communities for learning; and 

• Strengthens systems to focus on equity and quality. 

At the core of this strategy is an acknowledgement of students’ diversity and the positive 

impact of personalised learning.  

To deliver on this in early childhood education, the Education Directorate is building 

Principal and Lead Teacher understanding of the National Quality Framework and delivering 
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professional learning on early childhood education in our schools. This work is critical to the 

Future of Education, as it focuses on creating a foundation for lifelong learning.  

To create learning pathways for our young people, the Academy of Future Skills was 

launched in May 2018. The Academy's team works with individual teachers and schools to 

plan and co-deliver rich, integrated science, technology, engineering and mathematics 

learning programs. One such program in the Academy is the Science Mentors Program. This 

provides students in years nine to 12 with opportunities to work with science and 

engineering professionals to conduct in-depth research projects across a range of diverse 

scientific topics. Fifty-six students took part in the program in 2019, and half were young 

women.  

Learning is a lifelong journey for our children and young people, which is one of the reasons 

the ACT Government funds nine libraries across Canberra, as well as the Home Library 

Service and the ACT Heritage Library. Across 2018-19, Libraries ACT delivered more than 

3,113 lifelong learning programs, attended by 75,176 people, including 49,366 participants 

at Giggle and Wiggle and story time programs. 

The second priority is implementing policy that enables the conditions for children and 

young people to thrive. 

To ensure the best start in life for Canberra’s children, in 2019 we commenced work on an 

ACT-specific framework to support children and their families, right from the first stages of 

pregnancy into early childhood. 

The Best Start for Canberra’s Children is a system wide reform, increasing capacity to 

provide support early in the life of a child or in the life of an issue that recognises the 

evidence base that a child’s brain before their second birthday is at its most important stage 

of development in establishing physical, cognitive, social and emotional health and 

wellbeing.  

This reform complements the ACT Government’s Early Childhood Strategy, where one key 

component is the ability to offer 15 hours per week, 600 hours per year, free, quality 
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childhood education for three-year-olds in the ACT. The Strategy includes the four key 

elements of: 

• increasing access, equity and affordability; 

• enhancing the workforce and their qualifications; 

• seamless transitions to school; and 

• maximising the benefits to children. 

This initiative is being rolled out in stages, with Phase One beginning in February 2020, 

providing places for up to 300 ACT children who will benefit most. In addition, and to further 

enhance early education options, there are up to 100 places for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander three-year-old children to attend Koori Preschool. 

As children transition from early childhood education to attending school full time, we know 

that some families with school aged children experience financial insecurity.  

It is important to ensure that families are supported to provide children with all the basics 

they need to get the best out of learning. In addition to support provided by schools, such as 

books, stationery and meals, the ACT Government, in partnership with GIVIT, facilitated the 

Back to School Appeal, providing backpacks, drink bottles and uniform donations to 100 

students across the ACT.  

For our children and young people to thrive, families need access to housing that is safe, 

secure and affordable. In 2018–19, the ACT Government provided a range of support 

including: 

• $4.7 million to eight housing programs supporting young people, including crisis 

accommodation, transitional housing, counselling and living skills, collectively 

providing 242 support places and 112 accommodation places at any one time; 

• 406 interest free loans to low- and moderate-income earners to be able to pay 

rental bonds; 

• four instances of Shared Equity in home ownership;  

• five instances of Sale to Tenants; and 
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• commenced the Safe and Connected Youth pilot, co-designed with young people 

and their families and delivered in partnership with the Youth Coalition of the ACT, 

to address the service gap for unaccompanied homeless youth aged eight to 15. 

To offset the rising risk of obesity in children, the ACT Government supports school aged 

children to make healthy lifestyle choices through programs such as: 

• ‘Kids at Play Active Play’ for early childhood education; 

• ‘Ride or Walk to School’;  

• ‘It’s Your Move’ aimed at high school students; and 

• ‘Fresh Tastes’ healthy food in public school canteens, which 94 ACT schools were 

involved in as at 30 June 2019, reaching about 39,000 students. 

The ACT Government is also shifting the focus from treating illness to preventing illness, by 

implementing the Healthy Canberra: ACT Preventive Health Plan 2020-2025. This Plan sets a 

framework for coordinated action across five priority areas, one of which is supporting 

children and young people. Specifically, the Plan includes the following outcomes: 

• Families are supported to optimise the healthy development of their children in the 

first 1,000 days; and 

• More children are physically, socially and emotionally ready to start school.  

It is not just physical health that counts for children and young people, it is also supporting 

their mental health and this is recognised in the Office for Mental Health and Wellbeing 

Work Plan 2019-2021. Through co-design with consumers, carers, clinicians and the 

community, youth mental health has been identified as a key priority in this plan, leading to 

more innovative thinking around what might help children and young people to feel 

supported with mental health issues. 

In February 2019, the ACT Courts and Tribunal trialled a canine support program aimed at 

reducing the anxiety levels of court users. Using therapy dogs provided by Guide Dogs 

NSW/ACT, there were 1,261 interactions between dogs and children, young people, staff 

and other vulnerable court users. 



7 
 

Recognising that many factors contribute to the ability to thrive, the ACT Government has 

introduced Wellbeing Indicators, shifting away from traditional economic measures to 

consider whole of life outcomes. These indicators improve the ACT Government’s ability to 

make a direct investment in areas improving the wellbeing for Canberra’s children and 

young people. 

The third priority is to keep children and young people safe and protect them from harm. 

As Australia’s Capital of Equality, to ensure the safety of LGBTIQ+ young people we have 

committed by the end of 2020 to both banning harmful sexuality and gender identity 

conversion practices in the ACT and to collaboratively form a plan on how prohibition of 

deferrable medical interventions on intersex people could operate in Canberra.  

To protect, support and nurture children in schools, the Safe and Inclusive Schools Initiative 

continues to work with schools to develop and maintain safe, inclusive environments for all 

students regardless of their gender presentation or identity, intersex status or sexual 

orientation.  

Curriculums that include approaches such as social and emotional learning programs 

empower children and young people to understand and manage their emotions and 

develop the skills and attitudes necessary to establish and maintain positive, respectful 

relationships and make responsible decisions.  

Keeping children and young people safe from harm also extends to their digital lives. It is 

critical we seek to ensure children and young people are empowered with the knowledge, 

skills and confidence to learn with digital tools and to operate effectively and safely in a 

digital world. 

Our schools are currently encouraging the positive use of digital technology and focusing on 

developing resources such as online content and ways to have group presentations and 

discussions online.  

A key part of the ACT Government’s commitment to keeping children and young people safe 

and protected is the work undertaken by Child and Youth Protection Services. 
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Since the introduction of the A Step Up for Our Kids Out of Home Care Strategy in 2015, we 

have seen significant growth in early intervention and support to keep children and young 

people safe with their birth family. Over the last 12-18 months, we have seen the number of 

children and young people coming into care coming down, and the overall number of young 

people in out of home care stabilise. I am pleased to report that this is also the case for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people, although we know there is 

more to do to address the unacceptable over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander children and young people in our care system.  

Last year, the Government received 28 recommendations from the Our Booris, Our Way 

review into the experience of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the ACT child 

protection system and work has commenced on their implementation. 

In addition to the Melaleuca Place therapeutic program for children aged zero to 12 years, 

two new programs to strengthen families were trialled in 2018-19, Functional Family 

Therapy, delivered by Gugan Gulwan Youth Aboriginal Corporation and Ozchild, and Family 

Group Conferencing. 

Family Group Conferencing places decision-making in the hands of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander families to decide what can be done so their children grow up strong, safe 

and connected. Between November 2017 and June 2019: 

• 29 families, involving 69 children, had participated in a Family Group Conference; 

• 46 of these Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children did not enter care during 

this period as a result; and  

• for the remaining 23 children, decisions about best care arrangements were made by 

extended family.  

Functional Family Therapy targets families with children and young people aged zero to 17 

years at risk of entering the out of home care system and to support reunification. Gugan 

Gulwan and OzChild commenced taking referrals at the end of 2018.  
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As reported in the 2019 Family Matters Report, by late 2019, 24 families and 68 children had 

been involved in the program and no children had entered out of home care.    

In the youth justice space, the Final Report of the Blueprint for Youth Justice in the ACT 

2012-2022 Taskforce was released last year and identified ten focus areas for the remaining 

years of the strategy. 

Achievements made under the Blueprint for Youth Justice demonstrate success in 

significantly reducing the number of young people involved in the youth justice system and 

in most years holding fewer young people in detention. 

To address the specific needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young 

people in contact with the youth justice system, in 2019 we implemented the Warrumbul 

Circle Sentencing Court which provides culturally relevant sentencing options. 

Further amendments to the Working with Vulnerable People (Background Checking) Act 

2011 this year will strengthen safeguards on eligibility in line with the National standards for 

Working with Children Checks. 

The fourth priority is to advocate for the importance of the rights of children and young 

people. 

The Public Advocate and Children and Young People Commissioner in the ACT Human Rights 

Commission leads Canberra in promoting and pursuing a child-safe, child-friendly Canberra. 

Being ‘child-safe’ focuses on the prevention of and response to child abuse, while being 

‘child-friendly’ focuses on the extent to which the services are accessible to children and 

young people. 

To embed being ‘child-safe’ in the ACT, in June 2018 the ACT Government handed down its 

response to the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 

including 85 criminal justice recommendations.  

One of these recommendations had a strategic indicator of finalising 90 per cent of all 

Childrens Court civil cases in a timely manner. In 2018-19, The ACT Government exceeded 

this, with 97 per cent finalised within 12 months of lodgement. 
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The ACT Government further embedded the rights and freedom of young people in the ACT 

through education and awareness activities undertaken by the ACT Senior Practitioner’s 

office. Through working with care and protection and disability providers across 2018-19, 

the use of restrictive practices has been benchmarked and flagged for reduction and 

elimination. 

To make Canberra more child-friendly, the ACT Government is also working on establishing 

a Therapeutic Care Court for care and protection matters in the Childrens Court.  

The fifth priority is to build strong families and communities that are inclusive and support 

and nurture children and young people. 

To nurture the development of children in their communities $375,000 was allocated by the 

Better Suburbs Play Spaces Forum in 2018-19 for five whole of suburb play reviews in 

Richardson, Higgins, Narrabundah, Waramanga and Torrens. 

This forum brought government and community members together to develop a Priorities 

Framework for ACT Play Spaces, informed by a variety of data sources including the 2018 

Australian Early Development Census to identify areas of Canberra that would most benefit 

from extra provisions of play spaces. 

A total investment of $3 million will be invested into improved play spaces across the ACT in 

2019-20, including play space refreshes and amenity upgrades in the district parks at Yerrabi 

Ponds and Kambah.  

Shine for Kids enables parents held in the Alexander Maconochie Centre to spend quality 

time with their children, reading together in the Story Time Program, doing activities 

together in school holidays through Child/Parent Activity Days, and providing arts, crafts and 

other activities for children when visiting their parents. In 2018-19, a total of 15,634 family 

and friend visits were facilitated. 

In the education environment, to build capacity of families in the continuum of child 

development, the Education Directorate has appointed a Parental Engagement Officer to 

work with schools and parent groups across the ACT. This includes developing stronger 

mechanisms to support children transitioning from preschool to school.  
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Schools are communities and ACT Public Schools actively promote the message that bullying 

is not acceptable under the Safe and Supportive Schools Policy. An integral part of this is the 

ACT Government’s commitment to the ongoing implementation of the Positive Behaviours 

for Learning framework across all ACT public schools. 

In 2019, the number of registered public schools participating in the National Day of Action 

against Bullying and Violence rose from 54 per cent in 2018, to 84 per cent in 2019, 

engaging approximately 35,000 students.  

Critical to this is the integral role school psychologists play as part of the wellbeing teams 

within ACT public schools. Across 2017-2020 we provided an additional 20 psychologists to 

schools, five in 2017-18, 10 in 2019, and the last five in 2020. 

The final priority area of the Commitment is to include children and young people in 

decision making, especially in areas that affect them, ensuring they are informed and have a 

voice. 

The ACT Government gives children and young people a voice through the Youth Advisory 

Council, which provides advice to the Minister for Children, Youth and Families and engages 

in a range of ACT Government consultations. 

In September 2018, the Youth Advisory Council convened a Youth Assembly for 116 

Canberrans aged 12 to 25. The key themes discussed were: 

• youth mental health; 

• homelessness and young people; 

• youth civic participation; and  

• equality and equity for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.  

The ACT Government response to the 2018 Youth Assembly Report was tabled in the 

Legislative Assembly in August 2019. The response commits ACT Government directorates 

to continue to support the implementation of programs and policies that support initiatives 

under the key themes. A total of 29 recommendations were made by young Canberrans to 

the ACT Government, with 14 recommendations agreed, 14 agreed-in-principle and one 
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recommendation noted. The Government also provided information on work being 

undertaken to progress the recommendations. This reflects the ACT Government’s 

commitment to listening to our children and young people and to improving policy, services 

and programs for all young Canberrans. 

Education is a big part of children and young people’s lives, so we have actively listened to 

their voices through: 

• targeted consultations of 101 children and young people for the Early Childhood 

Education Strategy; 

• consultations with children using video voices and online surveys for the design to 

modernise Campbell Primary School;  

• consulting around 2,400 students in designing the Future of Education Strategy; and 

• maintaining Student Congress and completing their first phase of amendments 

regarding embedding equity, student agency, access and inclusion principles into the 

Education Act 2004. 

We know that it is key to hear from children and young people in contact with our service 

system, as their experience is different to that of adults. Two key examples of our active 

consultation are: 

• across 2018-19, Our Booris, Our Way undertook consultation to hear the voices of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people involved with the 

ACT Child Protection System; and 

• the Children and Young People Commissioner and the Family Safety Hub have so far 

undertaken consultations with more than 80 children and young people about their 

views on domestic and family violence. Young people with lived experience of 

domestic and family violence are providing us with rich insights into the complexity 

of the challenges and choices they face.  

The ACT Government is committed to achieving the best possible outcomes for children and 

young people in the ACT.  
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COVID-19 and the declaration of a Public Health Emergency have created unprecedented 

challenges for the provision of services to children and young people in the ACT.  

To meet these challenges, the ACT Government is finding new and innovative ways of 

working to adjust to meet the changing needs of children and young people at this time. 

This includes working with our partners across government and the community sector to 

deliver much needed services.  

This will enable the ACT Government to continue to focus on achieving positive, long term 

results that improve outcomes for children and young people, not only for this generation 

but for generations to come.  


