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Youth Action acknowledges the Traditional Custodians of Country 
throughout Australia and understands that sovereignty was never 
ceded. Our office is located upon the land of the Gadigal people and we 
recognise their traditional and ongoing Custodianship and pay our 
respects to Elders past, present and emerging.

•

Acknowledgment of Country

Youth Action
Suite 401, 52-58 William St
Woolloomooloo NSW, 2011 Australia
(02) 8354 3700 
info@youthaction.org.au
ABN 17 209 492 539

•
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About Youth Action

Youth Action is the peak body representing young people and the 
services that support them in NSW. We advocate for positive 
change on issues affecting these groups. Our vision is for a 
society where all NSW young people are supported, engaged, 
valued, and their rights are realised. 

Principles that underpin our work:  
•
• We give a particular focus to regional young people, First Nations 

young people, those doing it tough, those with disability, 
LGBTIQA+, and young people from culturally and linguistically 
diverse communities, including migrants and refugees.  

• We use a rights-based lens to focus on programs, policy and 
advocacy that achieve meaningful outcomes, embed strengths-
based approaches and are informed by data and evidence.  

• We are an ally to self-determination of First Nations communities 
and are led by the expertise of young people and the Sector to be 
a trusted partner and collaborator. 
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Introduction

On the 26 August 2021, Youth Action hosted a meeting for the NSW youth 
sector on the lockdown, COVID-19 recovery and the impact upon service 
delivery. In attendance was 125 staff working across the NSW youth sector 
and the Hon. Alister Henskens, Minister for Families, Communities and 
Disability Services. The group discussed ways of working together in the 
collective effort to suppress and recover from the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The purpose of this document is to provide an overview of the issues raised 
in the meeting. It is intended that this information will be used to inform Youth 
Action’s input to the NSW Government. to assit with their COVID-19 recovery 
planning for young people and the youth sector. In addition, services can 
draw upon this information in their own COVID-19 recovery planning.  

The themes in this document are consistent with findings from Youth Action in 
other consultations with young people and the youth sector  throughout the 
pandemic. This additional information can be found in the following reports:  

• NSW Young People and the Youth Sector’s Experience of COVID-19 
(August 2021) 

• The Western and South Western Sydney Youth Sector’s Experience of 
COVID-19 (October 2021) 
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Themes

Digital Equity 

• Services reported that a number of young people in Western Sydney still 
do not have access to devices or internet to allow them to access 
education or other projects. This has made online  learning  as well as 
engagement with services very difficult. Previous access was through 
youth services, shopping centres, libraries or other spaces which were 
closed during lockdown. 

• Students from families tackling poverty and disadvantage, for example 
from  refugee backgrounds, low incomes families or with multiple 
children, sometimes only have one device and limited internet access. 

• In other parts of NSW, such as the Northern Rivers, some young people 
are experiencing no or limited access to the internet, computers and phone 
reception.  

• The youth sector is aware of examples of community, philanthropic and 
corporate partnerships to provide young people with devices and internet 
access. 

• Some high schools around NSW have successfully ensured that all 
students have a device. 

Vaccination 

• Vaccines available for young people are at  hubs  that can be difficult for 
young people with limited transport options to access, especially in regional 
areas. 

• Young people are confused about vaccine messaging and misinformation, 
relying on teachers and youth workers to explain public health 
messages.  There is a need for  young people  focused  messaging, 
using familiar platforms, in understood languages.  
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Youth Service Delivery

• Workers have raised concern about how  to deliver face to face services 
with under 16s as things re-open. A number of young people have not been 
able to get double vaccinated yet and having a double vaccinated adult 
attend with them, to comply with Public Health Orders is not always 
possible. 

• Street-based outreach services have not been operating which means 
workers are unable to connect and support marginalised young people, 
workers have found it very difficult engaging online with this group of young 
people, many have either isolated or become invisible.  

• Youth services and programs are faced with significant increased demand 
that they are unable to meet. On top of this many live and work in LGAs of 
concern and are juggling caring responsibilities and home schooling. Youth 
workers are burnt out. 

• Out-of-home care caseworkers are reporting similar struggles to engage 
young people through online and phone contact. 

Police and COVID-19 Related Fines 

• Young people tackling complex issues have reported that they are 
receiving multiple fines for breaches of public health orders and accruing 
large debts, upwards of $10,000. Some have reported feeling targeted by 
police due to their cultural backgrounds or life circumstances. This is 
undoing the good work undertaken by the Police, Revenue NSW, and 
youth services to reduce the disproportionate impact of fines on this cohort 
of young people. 

• Young people feel their relationship with police is deteriorating, young 
people in a number of areas feel targeted by police acting on Public Health 
Order enforcement. 

• Young people on bail are reporting their fines are negatively impacting their 
bail conditions leading to increased involvement with the juvenile justice 
system.
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• The Children’s  Legal Service  and  Aboriginal Legal  Service are 
supporting young people who elect to have the matter taken to court and 
request an outcome with a less harsh financial penalty.  They are also 
supporting  young people to contest fines that they feel were 
incorrectly applied.    

• Youth organisations such as MYAN  have become a Work Development 
Order sponsor organisation. The application process is simple and there is 
support from Legal Aid to help you understand how to process it. 

Employment and Income

• Young people from refugee backgrounds with family stream visas are 
ineligible for HECS and rely on working to pay their university fees upfront. 
Many  have  lost work, making them  unable to pay their  fees. They face 
having to quit their studies - which will disadvantage them even further. 

• Other young people have just lost their tourism and hospitality jobs, 
including closure of employment pathways in different areas such as the 
snow season which traditionally employs a lot of young people. 

• The youth sector  would like to consider  opportunities to partner with 
industry and business experts  to support young people  to  re-engage with 
employment and career planning.  

Engagement with Education 

• Workers said that they are supporting students who have had to move 
directly to online, self-directed learning but do not have the skills to do so 
and have disengaged from learning. There is also concern about loss of 
social connections. 

• Workers are  seeing young  people in Western Sydney have disengaged 
from education due to language  barriers, lack of technology and other 
factors.  

• Young peop le are wor r ied about the impact o f d is rupted 
education, particularly for HSC students.  
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• TAFE NSW offers Youth Engagement Strategy programs (fee-free) in 
Western Sydney. These programs are delivered in conjunction with 
Schools aiming to re-engage disadvantaged students in education and 
training. This has been very helpful in keeping young people connected to 
learning. 

Mental Health

• There are long wait times for access to free  or  low costs mental health 
professionals such as Headspace and psychologists. 

• Youth services are over-capacity and cannot meet  the  increased demand 
for mental health support. 

• Increased reporting of self-harm.  

• Some LGBTIQA+ young people  are  not receiving support  and the 
pandemic has heightened the impact of  unsupportive family home 
situations. 

• Mental health issues arising due to isolation and the trauma associated 
with COVID-19.  Services with connection to young people who are not 
specialist mental health services  need more  resources to  support young 
people in this space. 

• Exacerbation of young people’s mental health issues  due to  so much 
information. This can be very overwhelming and stressful for young people 
to find the correct information. Border communities are particularly 
struggling due to different COVID-19 restrictions with each state. 

• Young people are overwhelmed by the complexity and breadth 
of  the  pandemic’s impact upon their lives and are anxious about their 
futures. 

• Significant uptake of crisis services from  young people aged  18 to 25 
concerning homelessness, mental health and suicide. 

• Demand fo r men ta l hea l th se rv i ces in reg iona l a reas i s 
outstripping  capacity  of services,  with  no  youth mental  health services 
available in some rural and remote areas.  
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• Concern about mental health follow up for young people when returning to 
school. Schools may not have capacity to  provide  adequate wellbeing 
support for young people released from mental health services. 

• Overcrowding housing especially in strict lockdown areas in Western 
Sydney is impacting young people mental wellbeing. 

Domestic and Family Violence

• Increased reports from young people about domestic and family 
violence, as well as sexual assault. 

• Young people are leaving unsafe homes and workers cannot locate 
where they have gone.

• Lack of '3rd' spaces such as libraries, shopping centres, youth services, 
and other spaces for at risk youth to go if things a not going well as 
home  

Accommodation

• Increased demand in the number of young people experiencing 
homelessness, insecure or unsafe housing. This has negative  impacts 
across all areas of young people’s lives. 

• Difficulty finding emergency accommodation for 12 to 15 year olds even 
through Link 2 Home, especially for young males. 

Material Assistance  

• Food security is an issue for families tackling disadvantage, especially 
those with low incomes and isolating with COVID. Services, especially in 
LGA’s with harsh lockdown restrictions and high rates of COVID infection, 
are reporting large increases in requests and provision of emergency food 
and material assistance.    

• Young people from New Zealand backgrounds or on various classes of 
visa   do not have access to any payments, many requiring material 
assistance.



youthaction.org.au page 10

Community Cohesion 

• Workers are overwhelmingly concerned about declining mental health 
and the impact of Police presence, Australian Defence Force presence and 
media messaging on trauma for young people in LGAs of concern.   The 
pandemic has highlighted feelings of division between areas across 
Sydney.

• Young people in Western and South Western Sydney feel public health 
restrictions are being applied more harshly in their area than other areas of 
Sydney, they upset by mixed messages images of unmasked people on 
the beach, while they are subject to high level policing. 

• The pandemic has highlighted feelings of division between areas across 
Sydney 

First Nations Young People  

• The vulnerability of regional First Nations young people and their 
communities are becoming apparent with COVID-19 outbreaks in Western 
NSW.   

• The youth sector has reported increased negative interactions between 
First Nations young people and the Police. 

• The youth sector encourages the  NSW Government to invest further 
resources and health messaging to improve vaccination rates in vulnerable 
First Nations communities. 

Re-engagement with Young People After Lockdown

• When lockdowns are lifted, it will be difficult to  re-engage young people 
who have disengaged from youth service supports, education etc  

• Need to re-establish face to face contact as soon as possible, last 
lockdown youth services did not re-open for some time. 

• Serious concerns about the long-term impact on young people’s mental 
health, need a significant investment now to address this.  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• Need for additional funding and resources for youth services to undertake 
‘soft entry’ initiatives to re-engage young people in programs, connect to 
support workers, and promote resilience. For example, recreational and 
creative activities, youth-led events, or after school and weekend 
programs. 

Youth Voice

• Further investigation into the mechanisms used by  the NSW Government 
to support the inclusion of young people’s voices and lived expertise in the 
recovery process. 

• One solution could be for NSW Government can allocate additional 
 resources to support services to build young people’s capacity to influence 
decisions within their communities as they recover. For example, extension 
of the Youth Opportunities from one year to two or three years to allow long 
term change.  

International Students

• International students  are often  unable to access financial support 
and  have  experienced  isolation  while  their  families are in their home 
country tackling COVID-19.  

Post COVID-19 Recovery 

• Worker would like to see a comprehensive consultation with young people 
across NSW to understand the complexities of the impacts on the diversity 
of young people in the state.  

• Need to look at investment now to address long-term issues for both young 
people both in the short term as well as put  in place strategies to support 
those who are children now but will become young people. 
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