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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 and 
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 

At a time of increased case numbers and restrictions, the COVID-19 
pandemic is having significant impacts upon communities throughout NSW, 
particularly in Western Sydney and  South  Western  Sydney. In response, 
Youth Action has  sought  to gage the concerns and experiences of young 
people and the services that support them in Western Sydney and  South 
Western  Sydney.  Findings detailed in this summary and are the result of 
significant input from youth workers and youth sector organisations.  

Youth Action heard from the youth sector that engagement with young people 
has been made increasingly difficult as COVID-19  impacts  upon digital 
fatigue, general  wellbeing  and financial stabil ity. Other issues 
that  emerged  included mixed responses to law enforcement, with the high 
visibility police and ADF operations leaving some young people feeling 
uneasy or targeted. We also heard of the importance that COVID-19 
information is accessible, inclusive and incorporates young people. 
Importantly, many services are working proactively and considering how they 
can support and re-engage young people in the months ahead. 

Youth Action adopts a strengths-based approach to working with young 
people. We believe this is important for governments and other decision-
makers to adopt both in consulting with young people and incorporating their 
lived experiences into decisions that will affect their lives. 
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Methodology

This document has been prepared through analysis of a consultation held by 
Youth Action with youth sector staff working in Western and South-Western 
Sydney during August 2021. A follow-up meeting was then held in September 
2021.  Additionally, Youth Action received input from  the  Canterbury 
Bankstown Youth Network and the Fairfield Interagency, who provided insight 
from consultations they hosted with young people and the youth sector in 
their respective local government areas.  
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Themes

These themes are based upon what Youth Action heard from the youth sector 
through multiple consultations in August and September 2021.
 
Online Engagement and Digital Inequity 

• Youth services are finding it difficult to engage online with young people, 
this is making it difficult to  provide casework to support clients or 
encourage them to participate in online programs. 

• Services are  reporting that young people are finding online learning 
difficult, and a number of their clients have disengaged from education due 
to this. 

• Services reported young people  from  families  with multiple children at 
school  do not have enough devices or  internet/wifi  access  to be able 
undertake online learning.  

Impact of COVID-19 on Young People’s Wellbeing 

• Workers say young people are  feeling  overwhelmed  by the multiple 
impacts of the pandemic across all areas of their lives.  

• Concern was raised about the cumulative  effect that these impacts are 
having not just in the present but also over the long-term. 

• Services are worried about their capacity to meet the increased demand for 
mental wellbeing support.  
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• Young people are finding the uncertainty about how the HSC will be held is 
adding to their stress levels.  

• Teachers have spoken with youth workers about their concerns for these 
young people’s mental wellbeing.  

Interactions with Police and Law Enforcement 

• Workers have reported that high visibility law enforcement present in LGA’s 
of concern  to enforce  public health orders has had a negative 
impact  on  young people  and is undoing much  of the previous work 
undertaken to improve relations between police and young people. 

• Some young people are reporting feeling targeted by police, with a 
number  receiving  multiple  fines  for breaching public health orders 
which they do not have the capacity to pay. 

COVID-19 Health Messaging 

• Young people in Western Sydney and  South Western  Sydney  feel the 
current messaging that suggests young people are not taking 
COVID-19 seriously is unhelpful and incorrectly stigmatises them.  

• Young people are clear in their understanding about the dangers of 
COVID-19  and are keen to do their part by encouraging  their peers  to 
abide by the  heath orders and provide information about vaccination to 
young people to assist them in making informed decisions. 

• Young people want to be involved in co-designing messages that appeal to 
the diversity of young people including messages provided in 
community languages and on platforms accessed by young people. 
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• Young people are clear in their understanding about the dangers of 
COVID-19  and are keen to do their part by encouraging  their peers  to 
abide by the  heath orders and provide information about vaccination to 
young people to assist them in making informed decisions. 

• Young people want to be involved in co-designing messages that appeal to 
the diversity of young people including messages provided in 
community languages and on platforms accessed by young people. 

Post-lockdown Recovery 

• Workers spoke about concerns re-engaging young people  with both 
support services and education once lockdown ends. 

• Workers are also worried about an increased demand for their services as 
a result of  the  accumulation of issues young people have been dealing 
with during lockdown.   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Detailed Findings

These detailed findings are based upon what  Youth Action heard from 
the  youth sector through  multiple consultations in August  and 
September 2021. 

Online Engagement and Digital Inequity 

The youth sector is concerned about the engagement, or  lack of 
engagement,  from  young people during the pandemic.  Youth workers 
reported hearing that some young people have struggled with online learning 
and have disengaged from school. For instance, we heard that  “kids aren't 
going to school [which is] having a big impact on young people and parents 
[and] negative impacts on routine and motivation” (Youth Action  Sector 
Meeting). One worker gave the  example of a school  they work with which 
has  approximately “400/500 students [and] maybe 20 kids per day logging 
on" (Youth Action Sector Meeting). 

Some youth services are also  experiencing low engagement with young 
people at this time. Staff discussed how there are “young people not wanting 
family members to know they are engaged with services” which is lessening 
their engagement (Youth Action Sector Meeting). For other young people the 
“uncertainty” of the situation leads to “shutting down... waiting for it to end”, 
with some  “not picking up the phone” when contacted by youth 
services (Youth Action Sector Meeting).  

One service who worked with young carers found that their “carers are really 
struggling because of the adults not wanting support workers in the home... 
[the service is] trying to offer them services, laptops [but] there is no outside 
help in their home, and they are really falling behind” (Youth Action Sector 
Meeting).  
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Workers in the  Fairfield  LGA  report disclosures of “students feeling 
overwhelmed and anxious from being online” (Fairfield Interagency). Parents 
have been sharing their concerns regarding “digital burnout” and 
communicating they are “finding it hard to provide support or motivation 
with  schoolwork”.  Youth Workers have reported there has been “mixed 
success in engaging young people online but overall signs of digital fatigue 
have been noted across most services” (Fairfield Interagency).  

Contrastingly, some youth services were experiencing sustained or increased 
engagement. One stated that they are “finding better engagement 
(approximately  15 young people per session) in drop-in sessions [which 
provide] space for young people to engage with workers and socialise with 
other young people... [they] also play games if young people are up for 
it” (Youth Action Sector Meeting). Another discussed their “surprise” that “last 
time, COVID-19  lockdown version one, we really struggled... it didn't matter 
what we tried, [however] this time around... it is less so, they are attending 
employability training... even some parents are engaging" (Youth 
Action Sector Meeting). 

Digital exclusion has been an ongoing concern of the youth sector throughout 
the COVID-19 pandemic.  Whether or not a young person has access to 
computers and the internet  impacts learning from home and social 
engagement.  Services described families not having enough devices, for 
example  “you might have five or six children with only two or three devices 
they can use... large families in small households makes for a bit of a 
pressure situation” (Youth Action Sector Meeting).  

Additionally, services said  “many families who cannot afford Wi-Fi have not 
been able to access remote learning” (Youth Action Sector Meeting). School 
students  told  workers  they  have “found it difficult to access devices and 
internet quickly when announcements were made before the start of term and 
sharing devices with siblings has added to the stress” (Fairfield Interagency). 
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COVID Impact on Young People’s Wellbeing 

The youth sector  remains  concerned about the ongoing impact of the 
pandemic upon the wellbeing of young people. We heard that some "young 
people are finding it hard to stay motivated" and while there are “a lot of 
online resources / self-care tips” available online, this does not mean that all 
young people are able to utilise them (Youth Action Sector Meeting).  

“Barriers to suitable counselling support is increasing distress and placement 
stability for children and young people in out-of-home care” (Youth 
Action  Sector Meeting). We heard  of  increasingly serious mental health 
concerns from those working with young people in a range of settings, with 
workers reporting increased “suicidal ideation, depression and anxiety” (Youth 
Action Sector Meeting). 

Financial hardship continues to concern young people and those who support 
them, with family members losing employment and ongoing “fear around 
work/money” (Youth Action Sector Meeting).  

Due to  increased isolation, we heard that “family connections and cultural 
unity” were useful in supporting young people (Youth Action Sector Meeting). 
Some young people have adapted well to working and socialising online, 
however for others they are missing “real life interactions” (Youth 
Action Sector Meeting). Some organisations are delivering activity packs, for 
example  for use in online art workshops, enabling young people to engage 
from home. 

The youth sector is concerned about the safety of some young people and 
their families at home.  The sector  said that for some LGBTQIA+ 
young people, there was a “compounding effect of not being in a supportive 
environment at home and being in isolation” (Youth Action Sector Meeting 
#2). Other workers mentioned the increase in domestic or family violence, for 
example reports that “mothers are being victims of violence from their 
children” (Youth Action Sector Meeting #2). 
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Making social bubbles available for children  was a welcomed change 
however the youth sector expressed concern  about not being able 
to “supervise and interact with the other child’s parents” (Youth Action Sector 
Meeting #2). Others believed that  social bubbles  could increase  the  social 
exclusion faced by some children and young people.  

The sector has  observed  the impact of COVID-19 upon year 12 students, 
including “panicking” about completing their trial exams and being unaware of 
what to do concerning vaccination. Staff have heard from HSC students that 
they are “highly stressed with exams constantly changing and not being able 
to attend school” (Canterbury Bankstown  Youth Network).  Teachers have 
suggested this uncertainty is “resulting in a decline in the wellbeing of year 12 
students” (Fairfield Interagency). 

Young people are also experiencing stress due to their concerns around 
vaccinations and the HSC, with questions arising such as "do I need to get a 
vaccine to complete my HSC?" (Youth Action Sector meeting). 

Interaction with Law Enforcement 

Workers discussed  how  the increased presence of law enforcement  in 
Western Sydney and South Western Sydney, including the  Police 
and  the Australian Defence Force  (ADF), was creating a sense of fear and 
anxiety in young people  (Youth Action  Sector Meeting).  Young 
people  are  “feeling nervous” as they find it “very anxiety inducing with the 
police presence” (Youth Action Sector Meeting).   

One youth worker shared  their view  that “police are targeting young people 
known [to them] under the guise of COVID-19", with some young people 
experiencing the “constant presence of police on the streets or around their 
homes" (Youth Action Sector Meeting).  
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The Police were contacted about responses to the ADF presence and have 
since released a statement in English and multiple other languages 
(Fairfield  Interagency).  Fairfield Council contacted the ADF to  offer 
assistance  with provision of  cultural and trauma training  however were 
informed the ADF had already undertaken this training (Fairfield Interagency). 
The humanitarian role of the ADF in the community in video resources has 
received generally positive feedback by workers supporting young 
people  and  has been a good communication tool with young 
people for managing fears (Fairfield Interagency).  

COVID-19 Information and Messaging 

The  youth  sector reiterated that “young people get the seriousness of the 
virus” and understand the need for restrictions (Youth Action Sector Meeting). 
However,  workers  reported  young people  are uncertain about where  to 
obtain  trustworthy information about  COVID-19  online  and how to  seek 
support for having conversations about their health. 

We heard that young people “feel like if they raise concerns about vaccines 
[or] lockdowns, they will be shut down... they are not able to speak out and 
have their concerns heard, validated and addressed" (Youth Action Sector 
Meeting). It is important that young people receive clear, comprehensive 
information in response to their concerns.  Some workers felt  young 
people are “losing trust in authority with the misinformation”, while others said 
young people felt “blamed for the pandemic" (Youth Action Sector Meeting). 

The  current media narrative  about  communities  in Western  Sydney 
and South Western Sydney is thought to be contributing to the stress and 
heightened feelings experienced by young people. Workers have highlighted 
their concern about the effects of this  stigma on young people’s  self-
image post COVID-19. Some youth workers worried about  the employment 
outcomes and discrimination young people living in the area may face from 
potential employers (Fairfield Interagency).  



youthaction.org.au page 14

The sector  has  said that young people have shared recent experiences of 
“attending information sessions or online forums but feeling deflated or 
frustrated when their questions were not addressed” (Fairfield  Interagency). 
The growing lack of trust in authorities was also reported by young people in 
the Canterbury Bankstown area which is felt to be a response to contradictory 
and changing information (Canterbury Bankstown Youth Network).  

As restrictions are easing  and young people return to school, it will be 
important to have ongoing  communication from government and health 
authorities to ensure that young people “trust health messaging” and are able 
to identify misinformation (Youth Action Sector Meeting #2).  

COVID-19 Vaccination 

Youth workers spoke about the mixed  or unhelpful messages  provided in 
official  health  and vaccination  information. While  "the rhetoric has been to 
have discussions with a health professional or a GP... a lot of young people 
don't have a GP... a lot of the information they get is from word-of-mouth or 
media / social media" (Youth Action  Sector Meeting).  Youth workers 
emphasised the importance of encouraging “conversations about the vaccine 
that incorporate the voices of young people” (Youth Action Sector Meeting). 

One  example shared  by a worker was how  “young people were told there 
would be a bus service to take them to the vaccination centre... the service 
was not delivered, and this left the young people feeling let down, 
compounding feel ings that their needs were not considered” 
(Fairfield Interagency). 

Youth workers emphasised young people would like more information about 
vaccines  to enable them to  make  an informed decision  about which 
vaccination to have. “Young people are concerned about the 
Astra Zeneca  vaccine; they don’t understand why the advice has changed 
and are sceptical that Government have only changed their stance because 
Australia can’t get enough Pfizer” (Canterbury Bankstown Youth Network). 
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They are also worried about any  long-term effects of the vaccine and would 
like to know more about how the vaccine was made so quickly” 
(Canterbury Bankstown Youth Network).  

The youth sector  mentioned that there remains a lack of clarity around 
vaccination requirements for support service staff and young people 
accessing services (Youth Action Sector Meeting #2).  

Post-lockdown Recovery 

Moving forward, services discussed the need to “focus on re-engaging young 
people” who have been less engaged at this time (Youth Action  Sector 
Meeting). They  are concerned  because  “a lot of kids who come from 
vulnerable families get their social structure from school, in the previous 
lockdown period they lost that... [and the youth sector is] worried about what 
kids will encounter when they return to school" (Youth Action  Sector 
Meeting). 

Services said that they are aware “last time after lockdown it was hard to 
bring young people back into programs because they were so used to being 
online" (Youth Action Sector Meeting). There are concerns that some groups 
of young people doing it tough have become “increasingly invisible” during 
this period  (Youth Action  Sector Meeting). One suggestion was to explore 
“youth work models which were successful in other countries post COVID-19" 
to help inform this work (Youth Action Sector Meeting).  

The youth sector emphasised the need for asset mapping between NSW 
health and youth services to identify gaps, avoid duplication and improve how 
services work together moving forward (Youth Sector Meeting #2).  

Youth Workers shared their concerns  including “the lasting impact on mental 
health post pandemic”  and  “increased  disclosures or  reporting of domestic 
and family violence” (Fairfield Interagency).   
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Advocacy Suggestions  

The youth sector identified that following potential advocacy focus areas: 

• Changing  the narrative about young people being at risk of spreading 
COVID-19  “to focusing on thanking  the majority of  young people (and 
everyone) for doing the right thing and thanking them for doing their part 
to keep community safe”, which would “promote unity and not fear” (Youth 
Action Sector Meeting).  

• Engaging the youth sector to work  in partnership with Police and ADF to 
support interactions with young people that are based on trauma informed 
and culturally safe practices. 

• Ensuring  health and vaccination  information  is accessible for young 
people from different cultural communities and life experiences.  

• Provision of increased “resourcing [for] outreach services [as] an essential 
entry point for young people",  especially given  the  need to re-engage 
young people post-lockdown (Youth Action Sector Meeting).  

• Addressing the issue of digital inequity. Digital access is essential not only 
for school students, but also for those in alternative education, TAFE and 
university (Fairfield Interagency).  

• A resource for young people, for example a wallet card, explaining their 
rights coming out of lockdown or when interacting with Police.  

• Increasing the youth sector’s access to data about the COVID-19 
pandemic and other issues impacting young people.   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