


Partnerships in the Youth Sector   |    Youth Sector with Education Sector

77

The other partner is Shellharbour City Council Youth 
Services. This is based at a Youth Centre in the City centre, 
which provides general activities and support for young 
people aged between 12 and 25 years who live in the 
Shellharbour Local Government Area. The Youth Centre 
acts as a drop in centre to provide activities. Michael 
outlines the changes that happened in youth service 
provision when the school partnership developed: 

Prior to 2004, when Megan went into Warilla, our budget 
for in-school programming was zero; last year it was 25% 
of our entire budget. This program is working because we 
put the resources in. We have a budget commitment to the 
program. We’ve upped that commitment as needed. It’s 
become our top priority within what we do. 

Michael indicates that the Council’s contribution to this 
work is justified explicitly in terms of reduction in other 
Council costs: “There’s been a real added bonus as a local 
government provider in terms of community safety issues. 
We’re youth workers – but we also have a commitment to 
local government.”

Strategies
The Shellharbour City Council Youth Service makes use of 
four main strategies in their work in schools.

The first strategy, in which members of the Youth 
Services team are allocated to work each week within a 
local high school, is fairly straightforward. Rather than 
conduct youth work at the Youth Centre or on the streets, 
the venue for this work is within a school. The Youth 
Service’s clients are the students of the school, organised 
through the school’s own processes.

Patrick Burke, a youth worker with Shellharbour Youth 
Service, explains how this works:

" A few days beforehand, I ring the school and speak 
to the Head of Welfare or to the Principal to inquire 
about what kids I need to see and whether there are 
any particular issues: a broad background so I’m not 
going in cold. 

   I sign in, have a visitor’s and staff member’s badge. 
Usually staff leave me notes if they need to get 
hold of me. I swing past the Assistant Principal and 
Principal’s office to see what’s going on. At school 
assembly, the teachers call out who’ll be seeing me 
in which periods, but that’s not set in concrete. I take 
some cases that are more urgent. I have a tiny office 
where kids leave notes under the door, because I also 
run the Youth Centres in that area. Kids also leave 
notes about following up TAFE applications etc.

  The bell goes and I start seeing kids, prioritise things 
straight away. Usually it’s half to one period each. 
I’m there five periods, which makes it ten kids I can 
see out of eight hundred. I’ll follow it up a week or 
two later. At lunch break I go to the welfare meeting, 
where we discuss upcoming events, and planning."

Michael explains that conducting youth work within 
schools is part of a broader outreach strategy by Youth 
Services: “We have youth workers on the streets Friday and 
Saturday nights in Warilla and youth workers at the shop-
ping centre on Thursday night where the majority of kids 
from Warilla congregate.”

Whilst in the schools, youth workers secondly provide 
group programs, offer health education, and undertake 
counselling as requested by the schools. Michael explains 
this group work:

" I’ve been invited in to do group work with young 
women with self-esteem issues. I do some group and 
team work with Year 11s in a Crossroads program on 
young people and safety. We have a trust and support 
element – friends are young people’s main support 
base. So we conduct our work based on the idea that 
they tend to access their friends before they access us. 
We take them through experiential learning around 
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trust, support and decision-making."
Thirdly, while they are in schools, some of the youth 
workers put effort into training and resourcing teachers. 
Michael says:

" I only spend half my time there with kids; the rest 
is building relationships and resourcing teachers. 
Some teachers don’t need you to take on a student 
who has approached them, just to resource them. One 
of the best things we ever did was taking our local 
Youth Service Guide in and giving it to teachers; they 
were so appreciative and we’d never thought to do it. 
We’re also up-skilling the teachers so they’ll be more 
equipped to provide support to young people. "

Finally, the Youth Service also runs a number of Youth 
Forums and Youth Programs each year, to which schools 
are required to send young people. This is part of the 
agreement made with each school that is receiving a 
youth worker for ‘free’. Michael explains how this links to 
students’ knowledge of services:

" With our Transition to Teens program last year, 
we accessed 13 of the 14 local government primary 
schools; that’s been going for two years. If in four 
years’ time that’s still going, every young person in a 
public high school will know a youth worker, and will 
have spent at least one full day with a youth worker. 
That dramatically raises awareness for when they 
need us."

Outcomes for young people
Youth work within schools is well placed to gain access to 
school-aged young people within a setting that they are 
obliged to attend for 30 or more hours a week. It is also 
well placed to make use of teachers’ and schools’ regular 
interaction with all these young people – not just those 
already accessing welfare services. This can facilitate 
early identification of issues. 

Michael says that the partnership has provided Youth 
Services with “early identification of young people at risk, 
both of some type of harm (physical, emotional etc) and 
particularly those at risk of leaving school early. They’re so 
easy to spot in school: you can pick it on the first day – they 
stick out in the school environment.”

Megan adds: 

" The most effective thing about this partnership is 
just how quickly we manage to ID what that young 
person’s needs are and to start to act on it. A lot of my 
students – those who present at a crisis point – are 
referred by the welfare coordinator, either because 
their parents have called him, or they have been 
flagged for being expelled. Definitely those are at risk, 
where action needs to be taken or an urgent health 
referral made: drug and alcohol referrals and family 
counselling. "

In addition to providing assistance and referrals to young 
people, the youth workers are able to improve the access 
of young people to youth services out of school. They 
ensure that young people are aware of where to go and 
how to seek help when they do need it, or alternatively 
are aware of how to connect to community development 
activities.

Five Year 11 girls discussed how their ideas about local 
youth services had changed from working with Megan at 
the school. One said: “If she wasn’t here, I wouldn’t know 
there was a Youth Centre and someone you can talk to. I 
wouldn’t know there was a counsellor even.” Another two 
agreed: “I knew it was there but didn’t know it was for 
me. I wanted to be invisible, keep to myself”; and “People 
often just drive past and avoid it because they don’t think 
it’s a cool place to hang – just for troubled kids.” Their 
perceptions had changed: “Now I think it’s for anyone who 
wants to get involved in the community, or find out what 
their rights are in the community. You don’t need to have 
problems to go to the Youth Centre. You can start programs, 
get involved, make new friends.” They pointed out: “People 
aren’t educated about what goes on at Youth Centres. It’s 
only because we know Megan that we know that you don’t 
have to have a problem to go there.” That information also 
leads to involvement: “It’s like we’re involved in the com-
munity more; now that Megan’s here, kids know what’s on 
after school, all the activities; it’s just better.”

This youth work approach in schools can bridge the gap 
between young people and the community services that 
are designed to meet their needs, as young people are 
made aware of and introduced to agencies, programs and 
welfare workers. Michael says:
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" Young people get what they want: their choices 
increase after coming into contact with us; they feel a 
part of something that’s a bit bigger; they experience 
connectivity. Young people we connect with on the 
street often feel like a part of the problem, not the 
community. We’ve turned that around a bit with our 
outreach work: they feel connected; they are part of 
something. "

The programs run by the Council Youth Service are able to 
adapt to school-identified needs, and to connect programs 
to the most interested or in-need young people. “The ben-
efit for us is that we’ve got access to student populations 
now,” says Michael.

" The programs that we run at the Youth Centres are 
far more successful at attracting the target groups 
we want them to attract. Schools are very good at 
identifying young people with issues; they know 
them better in a generalist way because they spend 
so much time with them. The respect we’re building 
will come back in the other way."

What Works in this Partnership?

The first learning from this youth work in schools 
partnership is that this model of youth work in schools 
has succeeded due to the Youth Service developing the 
relationship in a conciliatory manner over time.

Michael says that: “it’s a natural part of the relationship 
that, to begin with, we’re the ones who are compromising 
and who push it”. He goes on to note the need for patience:

" The first thing that welfare workers need to 
acknowledge when they move into a school is that 
we’re not on our turf: it’s their culture, which is very 
different to the welfare sector. As in all partnerships, 
you’ve got to build your credibility by making 
promises and keeping them, by being respectful that 
you’re not playing on your own ground. It’s not your 
Youth Centre – it’s their school. It may take ten years, 
but that’s cool. Youth work within schools is not for 
sprinters; it’s for stayers."

Megan suggests that a youth worker in schools has to 
have special attributes:

" It’s important for a youth worker going into a school 
to have good communication skills, being really 
open and honest with the welfare teacher: to go slow, 
make sure everything is on the table, and that there 
are no hidden agendas. I really lent on the Welfare 
Coordinator for guidance, checked everything by him 
to begin with, to make sure I was running it how he 
wanted – not to cross any boundaries – talking to 
other teachers to check if they knew who I was. "

Through their experience of working in schools, these 
youth workers have become more sympathetic and less 
judgemental of the decisions made by schools, including 
learning to develop programs with an awareness of the 
tight timetable of the school year. Megan acknowledges:

" Often youth workers who sit outside of the education 
system have a particular view and misunderstanding 
of how things occur on the coal face. I’m now far 
more empathetic towards schools than I was before, 
when I would have blamed schools for things, and 
assumed that the school did something inappropriate 
without looking into it. "

Michael adds:

" Last year we had an evaluation when we brought 
the Principals in, discussed expectations, how things 
were going, what schools would like to see improved, 
and what obstacles they’d faced. A couple of good 
things came out: getting timing right for programs, 
and being mindful of the school year. It was good for 
us ‘cos we went in so enthusiastic but not aware of 
everything you have to work around in a school year. 
It improved our systems of working within the school 
environment.

   Our time frames have to be longer. It takes a bit 
longer, and you’ve got to give it time; teachers are 
busy, it’s hard to catch up. Schools need lots of notice, 
and some justification, and it helps if you can hook it 
into the curriculum, which is actually pretty easy to 
do."

This program demonstrates the success of providing a 
distinctly different service to young people, which the 
school can’t provide. Michael explains:
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" You need to be mindful that teachers are educators, 
not welfare workers, so you can’t expect them to 
have the depth of empathy or understanding of 
welfare issues. They have an important and difficult 
job that they need to focus on; they don’t have to be 
the welfare expert, because we can be. We can deal 
with the young person’s issues out of school, whereas 
even school-based welfare teams have an internal 
focus. We’re able to provide knowledge and access 
to services and programs that exist outside of school 
hours. We bring a broad and in-depth knowledge of 
local services into the schools."

From his role as Welfare Coordinator, Bob Pastor agrees: 
“Because of her youth training, Megan brings a completely 
different protocol and way of doing business than I would 
as an educator. When the kids spin out and need support 
during class time and I’m busy, it’s so much better if I can 
send them to Megan.”

The five year 11 girls discuss how talking to a youth 
worker was different to talking to teachers. They say:

Teachers hold grudges.»»
They do favouritism.»»
Teachers hold authority over you.»»
If you’re not getting on with a teacher, they don’t care »»
and won’t help you or give you the time ‘cos you’d 
already burnt your bridge with them.
With teachers, they’re more like your parents: they’re »»
stricter, more controlling, more on your back about 
getting your work done.
They write reports on you: you feel like they might »»
judge you more.
They might take pity on you and treat you differently »»
to the other kids.
And you think teachers won’t have experienced any of »»
this stuff.
You feel more comfortable and more relaxed; you feel »»
like you can trust the person – it’s not as uptight or 
formal.
Teachers have to tell other people outside school where, »»
with a youth worker, it’s more confidential.

So with teachers there isn’t as much trust, like they »»
might tell other teachers and then everyone knows; 
you feel like your teachers gossip.

They also say that talking to a youth worker is differ-
ent to talking to a counsellor:

A counsellor is more prone to just fix one area, to help »»
you with that. You talk about one area, break it down 
into different areas and focus on ways to fix that. With 
a youth worker, it’s more comfortable and relaxed; 
more prone to ask you about everything, more like your 
friends. They don’t just ask you about your problems.
You know your counsellor has a list of things and is »»
trying to figure out what’s best.
They’ve got a file on you, like they’re testing you, »»
experimenting on you, putting you on trial – assessing 
you.
When you see a counsellor, it’s more formal; you have »»
an appointment with an amount of time.
Both have helped me a lot: my counsellor has become »»
like a friend – it’s a positive having both, getting two 
different sides.  It’s easier to have people to talk to who 
I can trust and know what’s happened.

This leads them to like talking to a youth worker 
because:

The friendly, relaxed environment.»»
You know with a youth worker that they’ve seen other »»
people with the same problems.
It’s a more relaxed environment; you build up a »»
friendship and you feel like you can trust them all.
Plenty of information.»»
You feel like you can tell a youth worker anything at all.»»
You need to know there are people in the community »»
who can help who aren’t teachers.
 ‘Cos she’s younger, how she’s dressed.»»
Total confidentiality.»»
It’s good to let kids know that it’s not going to be »»
spread, and she’ll tell you first before she tells other 
people – you really need that warning.
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The program’s credibility within schools developed as the 
Youth Service demonstrated what it had to offer. Michael 
suggests how to start such an approach:

" I would start by holding meetings in the school; 
take some of what you’re doing in and let them see 
you first. Initially get in there for something that’s 
already established such as a network meeting. When 
you come to the table, take something that’s going 
to benefit them. We had a really good result with a 
program run by the local adolescent health unit. We 
brought some kids from the school to ‘Bold Beautiful 
Babes’. The result was great; the school was so 
impressed. The students obviously started to behave 
better because they felt better and became more 
connected to the community – and so the school saw 
us as an asset, which was the best way to be viewed. "

Therefore the schools and the Youth Service maintain 
their commitment to this partnership because they are 
each experiencing obvious benefits. All the partners, in 
their shared commitment to positive outcomes for young 
people, acknowledge that the partnership is enhancing 
these outcomes. Megan notes:

" This partnership works because both partners have 
something massive to gain. Youth Services and the 
Department of Education are basically working for 
the same goal: the welfare of the student. We have a 
different perspective to the school, but it’s ensuring 
the young person gets up every morning and is 
happy about where they’re going."

There are benefits from the partnership for the schools; 
John Hambly, the Principal identifies some of these:

" The success of this program is the number of kids 
wanting to come here. We have, on average, 60 
out-of-area applications. We also have families 
moving into the area – the ‘house full’ sign is up at 
1200 students – because of the success of our student 
support program; because we have an unwavering 
commitment that any kid walking through the 
school gates has the possibility for success. "

Michael points to: “improved statistics of education, 
employment and training outcomes for kids from Warilla 

High, which is partly attributed to our work. We know the 
partnership is successful because the program continues; 
the schools wouldn’t have us back if it weren’t.” And Megan 
adds: “The schools see positive outcomes from our work: 
young people who are happier and focused within the 
school system, not disturbing class, curbing antisocial or 
depressed behaviour, easier to manage, more appropriate 
behaviour for the school environment.”

There are also benefits for the Shellharbour City Council 
Youth Service from the partnership. Michael reminds 
us that: “We wanted to go into schools in the first place 
because we acknowledged that we have an issue about 
Youth Services not accessing the mainstream – who are 
the majority, and we should be accessing them or them 
us. This is particularly so since, within that mainstream, 
there are a whole bunch of [students with] issues who will 
remain hidden if they’re not given the opportunity to gain 
access to us on their terms, not ours. If we were a business 
and we weren’t in schools, we’d be bankrupt: there simply 
aren’t enough kids walking through the door of our Youth 
Centre.”

He then contrasts current outcomes for the Youth 
Services:

" Through our work in the schools, we have access to 
a majority percentage of the young people in our 
target group. Through the relationship with the 
school, we’ve had really good outcomes in terms 
of accessing young people and being accessible to 
young people within our target groups. We tend to 
have a longer relationship after the initial contact 
even if it’s not case-management or programming, 
because you run into them at school, on the street, 
or at the square. If two of us go to the square, we’ll 
be swamped the whole time, being approached by 
young people to say hi, because we know them all 
from school. Before the school program, we had to 
approach them."

Patrick also notes that: “All of the school work and other 
outreach work is really useful: it breaks down barriers if the 
kids see us at school, at the shopping centre or Youth Centre 
– there are loads of places they can find us. If you were a 
youth worker just at the school I don’t think it would work. 
It helps quite exceptionally because I got to know a lot of 
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kids that come to the Youth Centre and the school.”

“We know this program is successful,” Michael sums up, 
“because our other programs are growing because of 
contacts made through schools. We have a relationship 
with more young people in our city.”

There’s a difference, he says, between “a centre-based ser-
vice and a service based in a centre.” The nature of youth 
work has changed:

" When we opened up the Centre nine years ago, there 
were lots more kids coming in. Initially young people 
were starved for entertainment and for safe and 
secure places to socialise. Youth Centres provided 
that. A decade later, young people aren’t necessarily 
engaging in those same activities. There’s greater 
access to technology and therefore less need to come 
to the Youth Centre for those standard recreational 
activities, which gave us opportunity to develop a 
relationship and let them know we’re here for when 
they might need us later. 

   With our outreach, we’ve got that access back and 
ten fold; every public high school aged young person 
in the LGA has access to a youth worker and knows 
about it."

In Summary:

Each of the youth workers employed by the 
Shellharbour City Council Youth Service works within 
one of four local High Schools for four hours per week. 
The youth workers are employed by the City Council 
but schools direct the nature of the youth work they 
conduct. In most settings, their work is predominantly 
counselling or case-management, and conducting 
group discussions, with a small number of students, in 
particular linking young people with outside welfare 
agencies. In addition, the youth workers conduct group 
programs, present health classes and take students out 
to forums, events and courses in the community.

The lessons from the experience from Shellharbour tell 
us that such an approach can be successful where:

The Youth Service develops the relationship in »» a 
conciliatory manner over time;
The partnership provides »» a distinctly different 
service to young people to that which the school can 
provide; and
There are »» obvious benefits for all partners.
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Section D:
Partnering with Young People
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Youth Sector with Indigenous Community

Building Stories in Our Young People
The Yiriman Project
Through the voices of: Anthony Watson, Mervyn Mulardy Jnr (Mulat), Michelle Coles and Hugh Wallace Smith

with Comments from: Sylvie Shoveller, Elaine McMahon, Lenny Hopiga, Ishmael Croft, Claude Carter, Annette 

Kogolo, William Watson, Leela Watson, Johnene Watson and Darrell Combs

Please note: All participants are referred to by their Euro-
pean names. Traditional names are highly personal and 
not necessarily known to people outside the community. 

Reader Warning: This publication contains images of 
Karajarri, Walmajarri, Nyikina and Mangala people. Cau-
tion should be exercised in reading, as some of these words 
and photos may be of deceased persons.

In the Nyikina and Mangala culture, the word Yiriman 
refers to a culturally significant place, with recent 
historical conflict. It’s all about providing generational 
background and identity by ‘building stories in our young 
people’. The Yiriman Project works through cultural 
relationships to arrange travel on country with Elders and 
young people, which enables the passing on of traditional 
knowledge and healing through this experience.

Yiriman is a whole-of-community project addressing 
concerns about risk taking behaviour, high 
unemployment and loss of traditional culture amongst 
young people. People of all ages participate, contribute 
and benefit. Local definitions of ‘youth’ deliberately 
extend to young adults up to 30 years of age. Both young 
people who are living within self-governed communities, 
and those living in towns, are encouraged to participate. 
Each year, approximately 400 young adults (between 
15 and 30 years) participate in Yiriman activities and 
this constitutes 70% of the young people within the 
communities.1

The Initiative

The Yiriman Project is a partnership between four 
Indigenous language groups within the western 
Kimberley, in the north-west of Western Australia,
 

1	 Yiriman Project statistics

who form a ‘cultural block’, tied together by shared 
stories, dreaming and family connections. It is also a 
partnership between these Indigenous communities and 
an Indigenous agency (the Kimberley Aboriginal Law and 
Cultural Centre: KALACC), and a collaboration between 
generations within each community.

The communities working within the Yiriman Project 
are spread over a huge geographic area. Within this 
area, the participants live in towns and medium and 
small settlements. The Karajarri people have secured 
native title of coastal lands south of Broome, including 
the township Bidyadanga, 180 kilometres from Broome. 
Walmajarri people have also finalised an Indigenous 
Protected Area within the native title boundaries. This IPA 
is enabling multifaceted land management employment 
opportunities and industry partnerships for the young 
people of the region. Yiriman facilitates an introduction 
and a bridge here to possibilities for sustainable futures 
for young people and their families. Jarlmadangah is a 
vibrant community (two hours east of Broome) where 
Nyikina and Mangala people live and work. Their 
country lies around the Fitzroy River.

Each of the communities has access to few services. There 
are limited community and youth agencies operating in 
the area and very few recreational facilities for young 
people.

Forming the Partnerships
The idea for Yiriman came from discussions among the 
Elders of these communities about their concerns for 
young people and their worry that they weren’t getting 
the chance to pass on their traditional knowledge. The 
concerns voiced by the Elders of the four language groups 
led them to develop ideas to address these concerns with 
some of their younger leaders.
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Mervyn Mulardy Jnr is Co-chair of Yiriman, a Cultural 
Adviser for the Karajarri language group, chair for their 
prescribed body corporate and a musician. He outlines 
some of these concerns and how they responded:

" You’ve only got a handful of traditional people left. 
If they disappear, then we all finish. That’s why old 
people from these four tribes said to us: ‘We’re a bit 
worried about our young people that they mightn’t 
follow us. We’re going to die one day and who will 
follow us?’ So they asked us how can we do this, 
and we got concerned tribal groups together and 
talked about all the issues dealing with our younger 
people." 

And the big agenda was culture: how can we preserve and 
look after culture? How can we get them to continue our 
culture? To look after their country and know, and get to 
have the knowledge of their country? How can we heal our 
young people, ‘cos they’re on drugs and alcohol? We need 
to.

Goals
The goals of Yiriman reflect the Elders’ concerns. Yiriman 
aims to pass on traditional culture and to assist young 
people to reduce risk-taking and self-harm behaviours 
and to move into meaningful employment.

Mervyn Mulardy Jnr notes that “the old people knew what 
direction they wanted the Project to go: the first, to try and 
teach our young people, also take our troublesome kids, 
those in trouble with the law, to take ‘em out bush, teach 
‘em culture and spirituality and how to respect.”

Anthony Watson, another co-chair of Yiriman and a 
Cultural Adviser with Nyikina-Mangala language group, 
adds: 

" The Elders saw the next generation losing values 
and getting lost in society. The only thing they was 
good at was teaching them the cultural values to help 
them get off drugs and alcohol and get them back 
into a working healthy lifestyle….

 

  It’s our lifestyle that we choose; we choose to have 
both worlds – cultural and mainstream. Since 
colonisation, our old people never had the chance 

of showing their true cultural values. So, for the kids 
growing up, seeing all these things of new lifestyles, 
they find it hard. Lot of them pick the wrong type of 
lifestyle... To pull the community back on track again 
– that’s how Yiriman started."

There is optimism that the Yiriman project can also 
facilitate culturally appropriate and meaningful 
employment for young people. This goal is in the early 
stages of realisation.

Strategies:
The partnership has adopted four main strategies to 
achieve these goals:

The first and central strategy is taking young people 
on trips to country with Elders. The senior Elders meet 
together to make decisions about the location, activities 
and purpose of each trip to country. Young people self-
nominate, or are nominated by their parents, by the 
community, by the young leaders or by youth workers, 
juvenile justice workers or, in some instances, the 
courts. The nature of each trip is determined according 
to traditional law: what is ‘right way’, what needs to 
be taught, and what it is appropriate to teach to the 
participants. The traditional owners of each part of 
country – usually one or two Elders from different family 
groups – are always participants who lead the planning 
and the journey.

The teaching role of Elders on trips to country is relatively 
informal. The young people ‘walk behind’ the Elders: they 
observe, ask questions and have a go. Bush skills, culture, 
language and the right ways of being in the world are 
all taught in an integrated approach. Sylvie Shoveller, a 
Karajarri Cultural Adviser describes one example: 

" We went to a place called Salt Creek. We was 
telling stories, kids’ stories. In the end, they had a 
corroborree. The kids were trying the dance. My 
uncle Johnny was showing them. The two old ladies, 
Winnie Gray and Rosie Munro, was telling the stories 
and Uncle Johnny too, showing them how to pluck a 
turkey and flushing them out. We took the kids out 
for a ride and showed them things. Take them away 
from trouble."
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Mervyn Mulardy Jnr adds another example: 

" There was a trip we done at Munro Springs out in 
the Sandy Desert. We took our youths and old people 
out there, sit them down and talk to them about why 
they’re here. They talked about how, if you look after 
it, you’ll take over one day; showing them bush skills 
– plants and animals, tracks… Getting our young ones 
to know the stories; to get it in their mind so in future 
they can teach the ones below them, teach them how 
to respect those stories which have a lot of meaning."

Yiriman is for me a spiritual understanding and focus, 
getting them to know things about how old people used to 
experience things.

Secondly, Yiriman workers and cultural advisers use 
digital technology and music as a tool to engage 
young people on the trips to country. Each trip is filmed, 
photographs are taken and a story book is compiled. 
Cultural mapping is core essential work for Yiriman.

Elaine McMahon, a Karajarri Cultural Adviser and Elder 
explains: “When they take them out bush, they get some-
one to video it and they show it back to the kids, and they 
get so excited, seeing themselves, remembering where they 
went – they keep singing out and screaming and kill them-
selves laughing.”

Hugh Wallace Smith, the former men’s project co-
ordinator of Yiriman reflects on the reasons for this use of 
digital technology:

" We really encourage the kids to develop these profiles 
of self, place and cultural context using art, music 
videos, photo-stories (a slide show with voice over) 
and photo-journals. They’ll see themselves on the 
video and laugh; the next time they’ll listen and 
think, and through repetition and empowerment, 
they see a bigger picture. There is a race to record 
culture through digital media, before it is lost, so 
it can be taught in new ways – not for commercial 
purposes or public consumption but for family 
groups themselves."

The third strategy involves promoting young leaders 
within each community who participate in Yiriman 

decision-making, as designated ‘young cultural bosses’. 
Promoting, supporting and training young leaders 
is a community focus. In addition to bringing their 
knowledge of young people and the issues they face, 
young cultural bosses (along with other capable young 
members of the community) are employed to do logistical 
support work for each trip to country. They also plan and 
facilitate some structured activities and sessions on each 
trip. The Yiriman Project provides many opportunities for 
young leaders to work, develop their skills, act as role-
models and peer-mentors for younger members of their 
communities.

Johnene Watson is a young cultural leader for Yiri-
man, a Nyikina-Mangala Young Cultural Adviser and 
Jarlmadangah child care worker. She explains her role: 

" I’m lifting wood, driving cars, making tea, cooking, 
going to meetings, giving advice, doing shopping, 
sometimes making a list, planning and organising 
trips. For example, we took some kids from around 
Derby on a trip to Bidjidanga side. I was talking to 
some people I knew in Derby to find out where the 
kids were, who’d be good for the trip. Their family 
was asking me questions like how far to the place, 
like if I’ve been to the country already, how far from 
Broome, who’s there and what family and if it’s safe. 
On the camp I was motivating the kids to get up 
and get involved and stuff and we make a couple of 
speeches – me and another girl – about where we was 
from, what jobs we doing, telling all the kids what we 
do and getting them to talk. "

“We resource and advocate for those young leaders to 
develop confidence,” says Hugh Wallace Smith. “In a sense 
they’re campaigning for the relevance of these projects to 
their peers.”

The community of Jarlmadangah, in particular, has 
brought up many young people who are committed to the 
survival and prosperity of Nyikina-Mangala culture and 
this small community. These are young women and men 
who are passionate about living a life which carries on 
traditional culture, alongside living a relatively western 
lifestyle. They reflect and strategise around holding other 
young people within their community, and encouraging 
town kids to come out and connect with country. There 
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are many opportunities for mentoring these young 
leaders by the KALACC workers through Yiriman and by 
other visiting professionals, specifically transference of 
the skills of youth and community development work, 
resource management, book-keeping, communications, 
and project management, as well as interactions with 
bureaucracy and funding bodies.

Over the six-year evolution of Yiriman, a young adult 
leadership group of approximately 30 young people 
has emerged in the region. These young leaders have 
independently designed and initiated many projects (ten 
so far in 2007) for which they use Yiriman as a resource. 
These projects develop each community’s economic 
aspirations, improve young people’s access to education 
and training, and set up commercial ventures that can 
employ young people. Therefore, creating meaningful 
and culturally appropriate employment opportunities 
is the fourth strategy that has been developed. Because 
of the community ownership of Yiriman, many of these 
independent projects are included in the discussions of 
Yiriman.

Anthony Watson notes that: “The Yiriman Project provides 
dreams, lifestyle opportunities, work skills, life skills such 
as getting their drivers’ licence, a key card, homemakers’ 
programs, cooking classes.  We have to provide work in 
community. If we don’t, they go outside of community.” 
And Mervyn Mulardy Jnr gives some examples of 
employment that is:

"  Developing skills in young people to try and see 
if they want to do coastal management like rehab 
on sand dunes, blocking off cultural sites where 
tourists can’t go, putting up interpretive materials, 
using the Elders, working on facility construction, 
developing areas on the coast. We’ve got to develop 
this ranger program, for ourselves, not for anyone 
else, where they learn cultural skills, learn how to best 
communicate to people, to respect people."

The Yiriman Project works to strengthen culture, tradition 
and identity in young people. The project promotes the 
inclusion of Indigenous knowledges in structures that 
generate employment for young people. 

These communities are now in the midst of a strong 
community strengthening process. Yiriman works 

through multiple partnerships to build diverse and 
multifaceted project approaches. Trips to country 
allow space for, and invigorate whole of community 
imagining for the future. Michelle Coles, women’s project 
co-ordinator for Yiriman describes the ‘imagining of 
possibilities’ that are enabled by being out in country:

" Everyone sits around the campfire talking: ‘How 
many bush turkeys are out here? How many can be 
taken for food without numbers getting low? Who 
can research this with us?’ 

   They want to put a highway through a part of the 
desert where six language groups are responsible to 
the country. On country, young people are listening 
to the old people, discussing their concerns about 
the highway. Travelling along the proposed highway 
gives younger people a context: they learn more from 
Elders with each trip to the area and they come to 
understand how those Elders are weighing up the 
complexities of more general access to area that have 
huge significance and life-force for them. Leaders are 
making decisions to create sustainable livelihoods 
with least impact on important faith, traditions and 
laws.

  Young people are participating more at meetings 
with multiple agencies like native title groups, 
community leaders and government departments, 
considering impacts of tourists travelling, or 
establishing employment through development of 
ranger systems, developing ecological jobs. "

Outcomes for Young People
There have already been major outcomes of the Project for 
young people.

Indigenous Australians traditionally believe that, through 
healing the land, we also heal ourselves. There is thus an 
interplay between land management and the healing 
of young people as they walk on country and look after 
it – they develop resilience and identity through self care 
and self belief. All the facilitators of Yiriman passionately 
describe the changes they witness when young people 
go on trips to country with Elders. Elaine McMahon, the 
Karajarri Cultural Adviser and Elder, describes these 
outcomes:
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" They feel like a real toughy when they’re out there. 
When I go round the town, I see they’re always 
walking with their head down. But when they’re out 
bush, they look up and say: ‘Oh, there’s a lot more 
out there’. (Takes a big breath and raises her arms, 
looking up) They ask a lot of questions and their eyes 
are brighter. They go from one camp to others walk 
around and sit down talk to this mob here. "

Annette Kogola, a Walmajarri Cultural Adviser, similarly 
observes: 

" Most of our young people have grown up in town 
and not much things they can see in and around 
town. Going out bush is beautiful and I suppose some 
of our young people find themselves when they’re out 
there … when they are finally out there, they see a lot 
of good things and I think they really get to know the 
country They feel so strong within themselves and 
feel that they belong to their country..."2

There are also significant health outcomes from the trips 
to country. Michelle Coles describes these as physical and 
spiritual:

" The old people view this as a holistic approach 
about re-inscribing identity and building resilience. 
Trips promote exercise, food gathering, eating well, 
avoiding drugs and alcohol, practising positive 
recreational activities, spending intensive and 
valuable time with family, learning and teaching 
from each other in respectful ways. "

The uniting of families and the nurturing of respect for 
Elders allows for greater family and community support 
for young people when they return from the trip. Hugh 
Wallace Smith sees families coming out of the trips much 
more united.

" They’ve now got a lifetime of context: talking about 
where they went, what they did, seeing where their 
grandparents were. From seeing the families going 
out a bit scattered and disconnected, to seeing them 
come back so tight and connected, having reinforced 
cultural roles, identities and responsibilities. 

2	  Yiriman DVD, 2006

Respect is given to the Elders because they have the 
knowledge, the experience and cultural law; the 
young people have to listen and interpret and even, 
to an extent, to survive on country."

Because it operates over a large geographic area, where 
several generations of people have been dispossessed 
of their land, the Yiriman Project is also healing that 
displacement. These practices are core expressions of 
Aboriginal identity and are fundamental to recovery 
and healing of the grief and trauma that people have 
experienced. Michelle Coles provides an example where a 
youth service approached Yiriman:

" They said to us: ‘This guy is drinking and using drugs 
in Derby town. How can we reconnect him through 
Yiriman?’ We spoke to the old men (our senior 
Cultural Elders) saying: ‘This is the boy’s name. This 
is where he lives. This is his family. How can we work 
with him?’ They told us his grandfather is from the 
desert and so they said: ‘He can come with us out to 
this desert country.’ He met family connections over 
that desert side. He learnt about others and about 
himself…

   There is immense value in young people finding 
those connections, exploring them and coming 
back with stories, and a mind that’s filled with new 
awareness. It’s reinstating kinship and familial 
relationships and that’s significant. It’s obvious and 
demonstrable: the displacement, fragmentation 
out of stolen generation stuff, is being mended or 
reconfigured. "

Through Yiriman trips, the second outcome is that young 
people develop and assert culture, language and bush 
skills. They become more self-sufficient, capable and 
proud of the complexity of their traditional cultures. 
Older people within these communities are adamant that 
young people must take over and carry on traditional 
culture, their faith, their belief systems and their laws – as 
their birth-right.   

Yiriman provides a model for a parallel education system, 
in which traditional knowledge is taught in a culturally 
appropriate manner – whilst walking on country. 
Learning outcomes include intra-personal and inter-
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personal skills, history, culture, religion, law, biology, 
geography, medicine, language and practical skills. A 
substantial portion of each language can only be taught 
contextually in this way, and is at risk of extinction 
without sustained language teaching on country. 

Elaine McMahon says that “when they grow up, they’ll 
know what to do, how to get food, how to do fire. That is im-
portant for the kids. When they grow up, they can probably 
know that medicine and can pass it on. They got to know, 
else they’ll be dumb all their lives.”

Lenny Hopiga, a Karajarri Cultural Adviser and stockman, 
describes ways in which culture and language are passed 
on: 

" They really like going out bush and to the sea. A lot 
of them bring spears too and it’s good fun for them 
to spear the stingray or the shark, but then they eat 
it and that’s good too. It’s culture not to waste any. 
Some of them go bush that many times, they know 
what bush is all about... The ones who’ve come along 
a few times tell the others: ‘Hey, this is how we do it.’ 
We don’t usually say much things in English, ‘cos we 
never learnt those words in English, but we know in 
our language. "

Claude Carter is a Yiriman Project Worker from the 
Walmajarri language group. He says: 

" You can get all kind of animal out there. You can 
support your family with them things. On top of 
that, you’re teaching your kids that knowledge [so 
that] when they get married – they have a wife and 
kids and family – they go back to that country and 
get animal from there, and really look after their 
family 3"

Through such approaches, language and culture are being 
preserved, and young people are rising to the challenge of 
carrying this responsibility forward.

William Watson, Chairman of Jarlmadangah Burru 
explains:

3	  Yiriman DVD, 2006

" They know where they come from, where is theirs, by 
going out and connecting with his grandfather, his 
uncle or whoever and them saying: ‘You belong in 
that country – this is yours.’ They’ve got something; it 
belongs to them. You see they walk livelier. Their steps 
smarten up. You see some of them – they radiate. Just 
from being in their country, their country is looking 
after them. It knows they’ve come back to where they 
belong. "

Trips to country are the first stage of what these 
communities are trying to do. The final outcome for 
young people of the knowledge of country and culture, 
is that this is leading to the generation of meaningful 
employment that values and maintains culture. The 
Yiriman Project and these communities are constantly 
engaged in building natural resource management 
and cultural programs to achieve this outcome. Yiri-
man workers are able to help the young leaders within 
each community to pursue the skills and qualifications 
for sustainable employment options such as eco- and 
cultural-tourism, land and waterways management, 
aquaculture, bushfoods, soap making, essential oil 
production and rangering. In addition, fire management 
and quarantine monitoring, facilitated through Yiri-
man, have generated employment in recent years. The 
Jarlmadangah ranger project is nearing fruition and 
Darrell Combs, its Ranger Co-ordinator reports that: 
“Ten to twelve of the rangers are half way through a TAFE 
program; also fence building training, biodiversity man-
agement training with AQIS (Australian Quarantine and 
Inspection Services) and water management. We’re in an 
assessment process right now: getting drivers’ licenses, rifle 
licenses etc.”

The Partnership

The Yiriman Project involves partnerships on three levels.

The partnership between Indigenous communities, 
an Indigenous agency and government agencies is 
organised through the Kimberley Aboriginal Law and 
Cultural Centre (KALACC), which auspices the Yiriman 
Project. KALACC employs two full time, non-Indigenous 
staff to co-ordinate the Yiriman Project: Michelle 
Coles is the Women’s Program Co-ordinator and Hugh 
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Wallace Smith was, until recently, the Men’s Program 
Co-ordinator. Michelle and Hugh are responsible to the 
communities’ cultural bosses in relation to programming 
and modelling of the service.

The partnership between generations (young people, a 
middle leadership generation and Elders) has both formal 
and informal elements. The Yiriman governance structure 
includes young peope who are in their 20s or 30s, as well 
as a middle generation and then senior cultural bosses. 
The young cultural advisers are mentored and trained 
to take on leadership roles within the partnership. 
They are skilled by Yiriman Elders to manage their roles 
and they become mentors on trips to country for other 
young adults. They are employed on the bush trips to 
work in a logistical and facilitating role. Senior cultural 
advisers direct practices for trips on country and establish 
appropriate cultural links for specific trips. Young cultural 
advisers follow protocols that are firmly entrenched and 
properly known to them. They liaise with traditional 
owners and travel identified routes, moving through 
country they have been told to travel, visiting only the 
water sources they are allowed, stopping at places with 
the right people and adhering to right customs, hunting 
only with the right people for certain country and 
respectfully following particular preparation. Everyone 
has a role, and those roles have been determined within 
their own strongly endorsed systems. Trips allow for 
these generational relationships and responsibilities to be 
asserted. 

Thirdly, the partnership between four language groups 
is embedded in the formal decision-making structure of 
Yiriman (where each community has the same number 
of cultural bosses). Regular meetings are held where 
cultural bosses from each community come together to 
discuss and direct Yiriman. Kinship ties mean that there 
are also many less formal visits and contact between the 
communities (including on-line networking between the 
younger cultural bosses). The Yiriman workers have equal 
responsibility to the three communities. Anthony Watson 
describes the value of this partnership:

" Together we can pull in the funds. Our culture is 
community, not individual – and because they’re 
close family, we want them to have the opportunity 
too. But it’s a disadvantage too, ‘cos we’ve got to share 

those funds around. Would be good, in the future, 
to each have our own funds. But to begin, you get 
greater voice with bigger numbers."

Funding
The Yiriman Project’s funding is managed by KALACC. 
This funding is received from FACSIA, the Federal 
Attorney General’s Department, the AERF (Alcohol 
Education and Rehabilitation Foundation), the 
National Heritage Trust, the Department of Indigenous 
Affairs, the Office for Women and some from fees for 
service (providing trips to country for a neighbouring 
community).

Each community is also working with Yiriman and with 
the Kimberley Land Council to gain access to funding 
to support employment initiatives, particularly CDEP 
(Community Development Employment Projects) 
funding. Funding for the Yiriman Project acknowledges 
that it works across ten sectors: youth, family, community, 
mental health, allied health, community health, psycho-
social rehabilitation, drug/alcohol, culture specific, and 
age specific.

What Works in the Yiriman 
Partnership?

Three specific learnings can be identified from the success 
of the Yiriman partnerships.

Young and old cultural bosses from each community 
talked firstly about the critical importance of community 
ownership in the success of the project, whilst 
acknowledging the logistical issues involved in ensuring 
that the communities are directing each decision.

The two full-time Yiriman workers are employed by 
KALACC, but are guided in cultural protocols and direction 
of programming by the young and old cultural bosses 
from the three communities. The cultural bosses love 
to joke about how much they have to tell Michelle (the 
women’s worker) off, but it’s clearly important that they 
can openly tell her when she’s doing things ‘wrong way’ 
or when they feel cut out of the process. 

Lenny Hopiga, for example, says that: “Michelle got 
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lots of bosses. When Michelle comes to visit us, to tell us 
what’s going on, we can clear whatever wrong and right in 
culture – our culture and yours too. Clear talking, tell each 
other straight away when done something wrong.” Elaine 
McMahon adds to this description of the community 
ownership of Michelle’s work: “Getting in touch with 
everyone trying to do things, says sorry when she can’t do 
things. Sometimes we meet up and catch up what going on 
at other places then we come back and tell this mob that 
we’ve seen Michelle.”

Michelle Coles also acknowledges that: “in my head, I have 
to talk to a whole lot of cultural bosses, and that takes time 
but it’s unique.”

“It can go fast once people get used to making decisions,” 
says Anthony Watson. “Like Michelle’s saying – before 
she can do things, she has to get approval. In some com-
munities, she can get approval same day. For other issues, 
they have to think and talk about it to work out right way. 
It’s control of destiny as well. Good practice to develop 
governance. People get frustrated and walk away when 
they don’t have ownership of the process, but with this 
process we have ownership.”

It is acknowledged that correct process can slow decision-
making. William Watson says: “They might have to take 
some time to answer, asking questions like who’s the per-
son to see for that area, to go there for a bush trip, see the 
family and then find out the right person to talk to. And if 
they say yes, or hang on – we’ve got someone else you need 
to talk to.”

“It’s really to sit down and listen to the community,” adds 
Anthony Watson. “And that’s a starting point, to listen. 
You’ve got all the reports and a lot of problems in the 
community; you can go back to the community and give 
assistance, advice, bring to the table your expertise that 
you can provide, you can prioritise those activities into the 
project you want to do: which would be the main effective 
one for the community? A lot of people want to do every-
thing at once. You need to pick out the major projects and 
complete them.”

Everyone involved in Yiriman is keen to see complete 
community management down the track. The 
partnership between Indigenous communities and 

KALACC is viewed as most successful so long as it is short-
term.
“Along the line,” says Anthony Watson, “we’ll do those jobs 
ourselves – when the workers get trained up in each area: 
how to do those programs; not so much the bush trip, but 
mainly the paper work … reporting to funders, submission 
writing. We’re training up young fellows in those areas – 
skills that can go into other jobs too.”

Self-sufficiency is also seen as a practical issue. “She 
mightn’t be around,” says Mervyn Mulardy Jnr, discussing 
Michelle’s role. “We might get our own mob working in the 
offices, someone we’ve trained up. End of the day we can 
do it ourselves. We’ve got people who are naturally skilled 
in it.” Michelle also tells the communities that: “it’s good 
for your young people to see you managing those projects 
yourselves.”

The communities themselves have developed the 
governance structure of the Yiriman Project in a manner 
that is considered to be the ‘right way’. This facilitates the 
involvement of young and old people from each of the 
communities, but ultimately defers to the Elders who are 
mutually acknowledged to be the most senior. Michelle 
explains:

" With Yiriman there’s a difference in the governance 
structure. They have allocated three senior men, 
three young men, three senior women, three young 
women from each of the three communities. They’re 
never all present for decision making, but they will 
be completely aware of when decisions need to go 
further, to others or to a particular Elder as the 
ultimate decision-maker. There is a hierarchy that 
everyone intimately understands. Everyone will be 
part of the decision-making process, expressing their 
opinions, but the senior Elders’ position will be taken 
and respected by all at the end of the day. Many NGO 
structures struggle because they use ways of being 
representative which don’t reflect culturally-resonant 
decision-making practices."

Ishmael Croft, a Co-Chair of Yiriman and a KALACC Project 
Worker as well as a Walmajarri Young Cultural Adviser 
reminds us that: “Even the past 200 or 300 years ago, the 
Elders always set direction. So when you go back onto coun-
try, it’s the responsibility for Elders to set direction, and the 
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people to own the project; then drive it themselves.” 4

The second lesson is the critical role within the Yiri-
man Project of the middle generation – those between 
Elders and the young generation. Protocols, roles and 
expectations in the inter-generational partnership seem 
to be an evolving practice, which respects traditional 
roles between younger and older members of community, 
whilst acknowledging the roles that the middle 
generation can play as bridge, translator, mediator and 
role-model.

Leela Watson is a Nyikina-Mangala Young Cultural 
Adviser and the Jarlmadangah Telecentre Manager. She 
says that: “There’s always a middle person. In our case it’s 
us middle ones, the ones that are older than the young 
ones. We know what we’re doing. Sometimes we’re cor-
recting the old people if they get ahead of themselves or 
forget something. There is always someone who guides or 
runs those activities.” She goes on to describe her role as 
‘translator’:

" Some of the young people don’t always understand 
what the older people say, so one of us is saying: ‘Oh 
hey, she’s saying this.’ It’s not always serious. We 
always get a laugh out of everything… Sometimes 
when the old people talk to young kids, they take 
offence really quickly, so we’d always explain what we 
thought the old people were saying and then they’ll 
correct us. Going around in circles really when we’re 
translating between the two."

Anthony Watson argues that communities should listen 
to the young people too. “They have that experience 
[across both worlds]. That’s our safety net: bringing ac-
counting, managing, our discussions, talking to Elders. You 
guys need us to keep an eye on what’s going on. I like them 
to retire and do what they’re good at: bush programs – and 
leave us to do admin and governance. We know what to 
look at and how to make it happen – what they want.”

Thirdly, commitment is generated from participants 
because all partners are experiencing benefits from the 
Yiriman partnerships. 

There are benefits for KALACC. Through Yiriman, 
KALACC us able to engage in and work to achieve their 

4	  Yiriman DVD, 2006

organisational mission: To assist and promote the cer-
emonies, songs and dance of Kimberley Aboriginal people, 
to encourage and strengthen their social, cultural and 
legal values and ensure their traditions a place in Austra-
lian society. Indigenous staff are supported and, in turn, 
provide a wealth of knowledge and skills that sustain 
appropriate practices, and maintain strong and healthy 
relationships with community. They are the voice to and 
from the Elders, who constitute the governance structure 
for KALACC.

There are benefits for the communities. At a practical 
level, the communities working in partnership with 
KALACC on this project appreciate that the non-
Indigenous workers contribute by imparting their 
skills, sharing them and working with Indigenous 
leaders to ensure they can resource the project and the 
communities successfully. The non-Indigenous staff rely 
on their cultural advisers and Aboriginal staff to be their 
guides and mentors. The relationships are two-way and 
absolutely important. Claude Carter describes how the 
communities benefit: “The Yiriman mob, they got the 
funding; like vehicle wise, we’ve got nothing. The Yiriman is 
really good like that, really organised; they got everything 
for these trips.” 5

There are benefits for Elders and for young people. “It sort 
of works both ways,” says William Watson. 

" The old people, if they don’t show them, they sit and 
stew, thinking: ‘Oh, if I never saw this person or told 
him where he’s come from, or showed him where his 
parents or grandparents come from.’ They feel hurt, 
like there’s nothing inside, that they haven’t given 
anything back to this person that is rightfully theirs.

   The young people see that the old person’s happy to 
show them the country, so he’s happy too. It’s been cut 
away from him; he knows where he is, he’s back in his 
home.

   When they come back from country, they 
communicate with the old people a lot better. Before 
they were just doing all the town stuff and leaving 
the old people back home. Doing all them things, 
finding themselves; they come back and can sit 

5	  Yiriman DVD, 2006
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down face to face and have a good yarn, a decent 
conversation with them, not only where they been, 
but just life in general, in a round about way – 
opening up to them a lot better. In the past they just 
zoomed past them, and zoomed into town; now they 
spend a bit of time with them. They sort of settle 
down a bit; makes them a bit aware of how fast they 
been living their life – pulls them back."

In addition, there are many benefits for the middle 
generation of young leaders in Yiriman. Young women 
within these communities are becoming leaders, for 
example, supported by both community and the women’s 
program worker with Yiriman. Johnene Watson provides 
further examples of the development of confidence:

" On the weekend we were meeting in Bidjidanga 
with Davina, my other niece. She surprised me: 
got up and started talking and arguing the point. 
Davina reckoned she picked up her confidence 
from the Darwin [youth leadership] conference. I’m 
watching my dad, my brothers, cousins – not much 
ladies getting up and talking – only now I see them, 
now. (Question: Would it be OK if there were more 
women’s voices?) ‘Yeah! (cheeky click) – would be 
deadly.’"

Leela Watson describes her own experience of developing 
skills and confidence:

" We’ve always been not so keen on being able to talk 
to a lot of people in public, to stand up in front of a 
lot of people and present what we do with Yiriman. 
I’ve had to do that when I went down and talked 
about Yiriman in front of 200 people and that was 
scary. I think you could hear the box rattling. I know 
the girls overcame that with this Yiriman leadership 
stuff – more confident, I reckon. "

Finally, there are benefits for the communities from 
working together. The language groups that comprise 
Yiriman support each other and share good practice both 
in and beyond the Yiriman Project. They are at varied 
stages of experimenting with solutions to many of the 
same problems. The successes of the Yiriman Project are 
acknowledged at many levels, giving the young cultural 
bosses and the KALACC workers leverage to lobby for 
funding and partnerships that will support their goals 
of establishing self-sufficient, self-governed enterprises. 
“One thing about each community and tribal groups,” says 
Mervyn Mulardy Jnr, “we’re all learning off each other 
with our youth projects; we share ideas.”

Hugh Wallace Smith describes this as almost like a 
friendly competition. “They’ll compete with their peers 
and are very proud about what they’ve done: co-ordinating 
a program, getting on TV, making a movie. There is a lot 
of cultural peer competition. It’s a very healthy style of 
motivating people and rewarding for them because they’re 
really part of the ownership of it.”
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In Summary:

In the Nyikina and Mangala culture, the word Yiriman 
refers to a culturally significant place, with recent 
historical conflict. It’s all about providing generational 
background and identity for  ‘building stories in our 
young people’. The Yiriman Project works through 
cultural relationships to arrange travel on country with 
Elders and young people, which enables the passing 
on of traditional knowledge and healing through 
this experience. The Yiriman Project is a partnership 
between four language groups, between these 
Indigenous communities and an Indigenous agency 
(the Kimberley Aboriginal Law and Cultural Centre: 
KALACC), and a collaboration between generations 
within each community.

The program is described as a ‘cultural youth program’:

It’s a program that was developed by the Elders 
and communities, over four language groups. It’s a 
project that engages kids in communities, age groups 
between 10 and 30, in land management, community 
development and youth leadership programs. It’s a 
project that looks at building cultural identity into its 
young people, reinforcing the strength and cultural 
knowledge which young people often lack, often due to 
the influence of western culture, town life, and drink and 
drugs, and those short term distractions. Yiriman is

about creating opportunity in the community whether 
it be ranger projects, sustainable land management, 
cultural tourism, preventative bush medicine projects. 
It’s one of a variety of projects. 

The reason why it works is that the Elders and 
communities want to do these programs. We’ve got 
the flexibility under the Yiriman project to develop 
programs that communities want. 

Our bosses are the cultural Elders, the law and culture 
bosses. We work directly under them. Some communities 
don’t have the opportunity to get out to country at all 
and we’re providing that opportunity. Through that 
opportunity, a lot of young strong leaders are coming 
out of communities with a sense of identity and purpose 
and that’s what this project is all about. *

The lessons from the »» Yiriman Project tell us 
the partnership was successful because it used 
culturally resonant and contextual approaches, 
based on:
community ownership»» ; 
a middle generation acting as bridges and role »»
models; and
positive outcomes that were felt by all partners»» .

*	  Hugh Wallace Smith, Yiriman DVD, 2006
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“We have a real haemorrhage of young people to Adelaide 
and Melbourne when they finish school,” says Daniel 
McDonough, a member of the Mount Gambier City 
Council. “A large proportion leaves to go to tertiary study 
or into the workforce.” Mount Gambier is the regional 
centre for South East South Australia and the Western 
Districts of Victoria. Despite its diverse and stable 
economic base, there’s an age gap of 16 to 28 year olds in 
town.

Mount Gambier’s Youth Advisory Council (YAC) is a group 
of 12 to 25 year olds, that aims to address both young 
people’s needs, and also the needs for a balanced and 
dynamic community. Daniel is 23 years old, and is the 
Councils’s delegate to the YAC. He explains why retaining 
young people in Mount Gambier and meeting their needs 
is important for the community:

" Young people have different ideas of what current 
cultures are. Popular ideas, theatre, and the arts 
are often shaped by that demographic. The more 
young people who leave, the less demand there 

will be for what’s desired by that age group in the 
town, so there’s a flow-on effect to pubs, nightclubs, 
restaurants, and cafes. The biggest spenders on retail, 
hospitality and tourism are 18-35 years olds, so if 
they’re not here, then demand is lessened. Every facet 
of society will equally suffer if you take any chunk 
out. "

The Mount Gambier Youth Advisory Council was 
established as part of a state-wide initiative; there are 
58 Councils in South Australia with a Youth Advisory 
Council. Gina Ploenges is the Council’s Community 
Services Manager and the YAC facilitator. She explains 
that the Mount Gambier YAC is in its fifth year, and that it 
differs from the model used in many other areas:

" The Council had previous experience of having 
youth-type Councils and they had failed, but then 
the State offered each of the Councils $3000 to 
have a Youth Advisory Council. We came up with a 
completely project-based model. Young people could 
come and go as they wanted, and only engage in the 

Youth Sector with Local Government

The Mount Gambier Youth Advisory 
Council
Through the voices of: Gina Ploenges, Daniel McDonough and Terasa Nearmy

With comments from: Samuel, Tom, Katya and Chris 1

1	  Not their real names
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events they were interested in. We wouldn’t have 
elected office bearers because then that created a 
hierarchy and this was to be completely democratic 
[with] everyone as important as each other around 
the table. We’ve never had a chairperson; we elect 
them at each meeting."

The Office for Youth weren’t sold on it. They wanted us all 
to have pseudo-make-believe Councils, but they were brave 
enough and gave us the money and we’ve proved them 
completely and utterly wrong. 

Goals
In its Code of Conduct, the Mount Gambier Youth 
Advisory Council sets out its aims:

To provide recommendations and advice to Council »»
(Local Government) on issues and decisions that affect 
or are relevant to local young people;
To seek and represent the ideas and opinions of young »»
people to provide a local ‘youth voice’ to Council;
To increase communication and information exchange »»
between young people and Council;
To promote a positive image of young people; and»»
To facilitate activities, events and forums as initiated »»
by the YAC. 2

Strategies 
The Mount Gambier YAC uses five strategies to achieve 
these goals.

In line with its main goals, the first thing that the YAC 
does is to provide advice to Council for Council policy 
and decision-making. Daniel explains his role in that 
provision of advice: “I’m a member of Council and I’m the 
Council’s delegate to the YAC. We have a delegate on many 
committees. I hold the youth portfolio, and I’m a voluntary 
delegate to the YAC. I take anything that relates directly to 
Council decision-making back and forward between the 
YAC and the Council meeting.”

2	  City of Mount Gambier Youth Advisory Council Code of Conduct

In one significant initiative, the YAC challenged the 
Mount Gambier Council about the absence of a strategic 
objective relating to youth when they were negotiating 
their next strategic plan. The YAC lobbied the Council, 
pointing out that a Youth Charter that had been 
developed by a recent forum (Youth=Change, organised 
by the YAC and the United Nations Youth Association) 
and that this should be included as a Council strategic 
objective. The following objectives, which relate directly 
to the Youth Charter, were subsequently adopted:

Expand the brief of the Youth Advisory Council, »»
by enhancing the relationship between the Youth 
Advisory Council and the Elected Members of Council, 
thereby ensuring young people are considered in 
all aspects of Council business and community 
development.
Promote stories of success relating to young people. »»
Provide an alternative to traditional media to portray 
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young people in a positive light.
Assist the Limestone Coast Division of General Practice »»
in their endeavours to secure Headspace funding from 
the Federal Government. This funding to be focused on 
delivery of health services – mental and physical – to 
all young people in the community.
Youth Advisory Council, in collaboration with »»
Australian Red Cross, will deliver the Save a Mate (drug 
and alcohol harm minimisation education and party 
first aid) program to all interested high schools and 
youth advisory committees in the Limestone Coast 
Region.
Youth Advisory Council to continue to seek funding »»
to develop and deliver community arts programs for 
young people. In 2007, the Youth Advisory Council 
will collaborate with Ausmusic Industry to deliver 
workshops and create a showcase of local performance.
Youth Advisory Council to continue to deliver education »»
opportunities through its various networks to all 
young people in the community. The objective is to 
continue and expand the Its All Good program.
Council to lobby State and Federal Government in »»
collaboration with the regional Non-Government 
Organisations to ensure the creation of an 
accommodation/life education facility for young 
people who are homeless in the community.
Ensure young people are consulted when »»
developments are considered for public land/
community facilities in the Council area. This includes 
such developments as the new Public Library and the 
redevelopment of the Railway Lands. 3

Terasa Nearmy is 22 years old, has been a YAC member for 
four years and is now its secretary as well as being a City 
Council Library employee. She describes this forum: 

" Youth=Change was a very successful project 
organised by the YAC in partnership with UNYA – the 
United Nations Youth Association, who came down 
from Adelaide. It came up with a declaration at the 
end of the day, with sub-issues, that those young 
people want to see addressed, and events they want to 
see organised, like sex and respect or participation."

“The YAC invited the Councillors for pizza,” says Gina 
Ploenges, “and said to them: ‘We agree with a lot in your 

3	  City of Mount Gambier Strategic Objectives, August 2007

strategic plan, but you don’t mention young people. Why 
aren’t we in there?’ Now it is part of the official docu-
ment.” The YAC and its facilitator have responsibility for 
implementing these eight youth-oriented objectives.

From the adult Council perspective, having the YAC 
available for liaison is invaluable. However this 
consultation is not the core experience or interest for 
most YAC members; they are involved and excited by 
the opportunity to organise music and other cultural 
events for young people in the community. So the second 
strategy is that the YAC organises gigs, festivals, and 
other cultural events. Gina provides some examples of 
this: 

" This year our YAC looked after the Mount Gambier 
Youth Week events. But we don’t do events for the 
sake of doing an event; it has to be underpinned by 
some broader reason so it can engage the broader 
community. We had a stand at the show one year 
offering free MCing and hiphopping because the YAC 
kids wanted to respond positively to the fact that 
three young men had suicided in our community; 
they saw that young men weren’t being heard in the 
community. "

She points out that young people’s control over events is 
central to their engagement:

"Young people are very much interested in 
volunteering if it’s something that they’re interested 
in. I never have any trouble getting volunteers if 
they get to have control of an event for their peers, 
creating something from scratch, from designing 
everything – forms, programs – to whatever it is 
that needs to be done to make a successful event – 
recruiting bands, handing out fliers at the shopping 
centre…"

Daniel adds that: “Young people are more likely to take 
ownership of a YAC if there is involvement and a mix of 
long-term and short-term initiatives. There are things on 
the agenda that have an immediate response or effect… 
It’s got to be a mix of results, communications and major 
events.”
In addition, the YAC participates in other fundraising and 
consultations. For Tom, a 16 year old who recently joined 
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YAC, the important example is that: “We helped out at 
the winter festival they had a while ago” and Samuel, 15 
years old and a YAC member for four years, says that: “The 
best thing we’ve done was the Christmas pageant, rais-
ing money for disadvantaged kids. Helping other people 
besides doing stuff for myself.”

The adult facilitator takes an active gate-keeping role 
to avert the danger of overwhelming the YAC with local 
businesses and agencies seeking tokenistic consultation. 
Gina notes:

"  They are a very valuable commodity in the 
community and everyone wants to consult with 
them, so I’m very protective of them. I’m the gate-
keeper, and very cautious about what they have 
been consulted on. As long as there is something 
in it for them – I think that’s important for real 
engagement."

Fourthly, the YAC has regular meetings with a semi-
formal structure. Samuel describes the process: “At meet-
ings we all sit there and we choose a chairperson, then we 
go through what’s on the agenda  – like something from 
the last meeting, or something Gina brings up, look at cor-
respondence – then we have pizzas.”

YAC meetings are held two or three times a month, 
though with special events, they will meet more often, 
sometimes in subgroups. Gina stresses the importance of 
regular processes: 

" Usually three-quarters of the meeting would be 
talking about projects or programs coming up. We 
do official minutes, notes in dot points. The decisions 
either become projects or a decision to engage with 
Council to make sure the voice of young people is 
taken seriously. 

   We do a lot of white board work such as mind 
mapping. Everyone has equal say: they’re just yelling 
it out and I’m writing it. Then we take a photograph 
of the whiteboard and that becomes the plan – 
which is empowering, rather than one person taking 
minutes, which don’t appear to be theirs because 
they’ve been channelled.

  The minutes also go to the CEO and the Mayor, so 
they are completely aware of what’s going on. Cr 

Daniel McDonough might take these decisions back 
to Council or we’ve had some members who would 
just make an appointment with the Mayor…"

Finally, the YAC has a part time adult facilitator who is 
employed by Council. The members of the YAC discussed 
the balance between the facilitator’s work and their own 
decision-making. 

Chris, who is 17 years old and has been a YAC member for 
one year, says: “It’s mainly us, but she’ll guide us and tells 
us what we can and can’t do.” Samuel notes: “She’ll help 
us with the correspondence. Otherwise we do it. She’ll help 
sometimes organising the events and things, but otherwise 
we get stuff done. She does all the applications for funding. 
She organises training days in media and stuff.”

Daniel adds that the facilitator “does most of the secre-
tarial work like agendas. She’s a committed secretary to the 
group. But in doing things, we know that you’re expected to 
be involved or it doesn’t go ahead.”

Terasa sums up that “It’s very much controlled by young 
people: they’re mainly talking. It’s run and minuted by 
young people. Even though Gina’s there giving guidance, 
she’s very supportive of what comes out of our mouths… 
She helps us write our reports if we want to go for funding 
and she helps us do the annual report.”

In addition, she says that the facilitator brings her 
connections with the outside community. “She’ll also 
bring resources, texts and background research to the 
meeting. She has support for everything. And she’s a men-
tor really for the young people in the committee.”

Daniel suggests that people initiating a partnership like 
this “need passion and commitment.” But also, he says, 
the facilitator needs “to have some authority, which brings 
about some of the respect. Gina works for the City Council, 
has been in the role a while, and has kids of her own; that 
all adds up to her having some authority, which the kids 
respect and trust. They’ve seen her around, with all these 
other kids who already respect her.”

Outcomes for Young People
The YAC has seen outcomes for young people in the 
following areas.
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First, there has been specific skill development for the 
young people participating in the YAC. Samuel and Chris 
talk about getting “contacts in Council” and “skills in how 
to run events, media, how to advertise, where to advertise 
and that. How to organise stages.” They also say this will 
help them in the future. “If you have a job where you have 
to be on a Board, you’ll know what to do,” says Samuel and 
Chris adds: “It gives you skills, and a bit more of an idea 
of how to get things done. You’ve already made mistakes 
– you can learn from them already rather than later on, 
when it’s a big thing and it looks real bad.”

Gina points out that young people get different things 
out of the experience: 

" For a young mum on the YAC, it was a lifeline. Her 
son would come to all meetings and run around. 
It was the first time they’d had young parents with 
children; I said: 'If you’re serious about funding 
us, this young person can’t be excluded’, so they 
brought in childcare. The young mum became a huge 
advocate for young people in the local community 
and, at the age of 16, was travelling all over the 
region running workshops…

   They also grow because they’re seen in a different 
light in their own communities by being involved in 
the YAC. Terasa was part of a Regional Board for a 
drug and alcohol counselling services, as a result of 
being part of the YAC. They are all in their own way 
connecting, writing funding applications in areas 
they are interested in, going off to conferences, out 
there creating their own networks. 

  They get access to opportunities they wouldn’t 
normally get: Youth Parliament and other special 
programs, and access to networks they wouldn’t 
normally get access to."

Secondly, their involvement also provides a sense of 
contribution within and to the community. Chris points 
out that: “You feel as if you help the community out more. 
They listen to you – everyone: teachers ask you about it, 
mates” and Katya, 17 years old and a YAC member for two 
years, adds: “You were just someone out in the world and 
now we’re into it and it’s like: ‘I can speak now.’”

Terasa enjoys “organising the activities, getting them off 
the ground and then taking them to Council and say-
ing: ‘This is our idea, what do you think?’ With the young 
people working together to create an event from nothing, 
the outcome is amazing – doing it together, and starting 
from nothing.”

“A lot of them are philanthropists at heart,” says Gina. 
“They get a sense of belonging to the bigger community.” 
She points out that the young people can get SACE points 
for being on the YAC, but that none of them have ever 
claimed it. “I bring it up every year and ask them if they 
need me to sign off, but that’s not their motivation for 
being here. Rather, they are publicly recognised for being 
active in the community.”

Involvement also gives young people a chance to explore 
community issues more deeply and understand them. 
“They learn that you don’t just go: ‘Oh, we need a skate 
park’, but need to think more deeply about the big picture 
for the community,” explains Gina. “When you’re really 
part of a community and can look back and say: ‘I was 
there; I helped to build that or make it happen’, that’s im-
portant to the intergenerational weaving of story in their 
own community.”

Daniel says that public involvement has changed 
everyone’s perception of young people’s roles within the 
community: “You have an opportunity to do something 
in the greater community, to be recognised, to change 
stereotypes people have about youth being all at the mall 
breaking windows.”

Finally, it is recognised that Council decisions now 
match better with young people’s wants and needs. 
Daniel points to the importance of the inclusion of the 
eight strategic goals relating to young people within the 
Council’s strategic plan. “It came from the community as 
well as from the YAC that youth was missing… It’s a plan 
for 2050, when most Councillors will be people who are 
young now…” he points out the benefits for the Council in 
having that consultative mechanism: 

"  It’s hard for Councillors to access those voices 
otherwise. Even just to survey two or three people 
– they do value that resource. Local government 
shouldn’t be just retirees and business leaders; it 
should be accessible to all. "
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The Partnership

This project can be understood as a partnership on two 
levels. First, it is a partnership between an elected Local 
Government Council and a Youth Council – one of a 
number of formal committees advising Council. Secondly, 
it can be understood as a Youth Partnership – a youth 
worker undertaking work in collaboration with young 
people.

The Council has a 30 year-old mayor, who was previously 
a member of the YAC and there is also a 25 year-old 
Councillor (Daniel McDonough) who attends YAC 
meetings. Daniel says:

" We, as a Council, signed the State Government’s 
Premier’s Memorandum on Youth Participation, and 
this means a commitment to listening to the YAC. We 
definitely utilise the YAC as a research tool, and as 
communication with young people engaged in the 
community. From a Council’s perspective, the main 
objective is a communication and engagement tool 
with and for young people. "

The Council funds both the YAC and the facilitator and 
also offers physical support in the form of buildings and 
meetings, food and drinks.

Gina explains that the South Australian Office for Youth 
provides $3000 per year for YACs, and that YACs are also 
able to apply for funding for Youth Week. There are also 
other possibilities, she says:

" You can apply for diversity funding, which is to 
ensure that young people are not disadvantaged and 
can engage in YAC activities – such as access cabs 
for people with disabilities, providing buses or taxis 
where there is no transport, providing opportunities 
for new arrivals by developing cultural awareness 
training for existing YAC members. 

   I apply for other funding like crime prevention 
funding through the State Attorney General’s 
Department, the Red Cross Save a Mate and The 
Foundation for Young Australians’ On-Track 
Leadership. We also approach local service clubs and 
local businesses … a variety of sources. We tap into 

our local community a lot and, because we have such 
a good reputation, they like to be attached to the 
success of the City of Mount Gambier Youth Advisory 
Council."

Daniel acknowledges that the facilitator’s work 
contributes to funding for the position: “The amount of 
funding that Gina is able to attract to the region for young 
people generally is huge. It funds part of Gina’s position, 
and provides direct funding to the YAC.”

What Works in this Partnership?

There are five basic learnings from this partnership.

Firstly, there need to be positive outcomes for all 
partners. Here, the adult Council is able to gain 
easy access to a form of youth consultation for the 
development of any Council actions or policies. Terasa 
points out that: 

" What we can give them is that voice, clearly being 
heard from this group – a youth perspective on issues. 
Not so long ago we had a meeting with Council for 
our input on railway lines and the library; they got to 
see a youth perspective on that. "

The outcomes for young people are that it provides, as 
Terasa says: “a voice for young people; we represent the 
young people in our community. We give the young people 
out in the community an opportunity – they can come to 
us and we can take it to Council. Young people are general-
ly also having their voices heard, getting their voices heard 
through us to the Council and to the community, through 
running events, having merchandise, portraying your mes-
sage out there.”

There are substantial positive outcomes for the young 
people who are involved – skill development, an 
opportunity to make a positive contribution, helping 
make Council policy and events better meet the needs of 
young people – and these have been previously described. 
These young people also experience increased insight 
into and confidence with the local political process, and 
through access to networks and opportunity. Terasa adds:

" We get insight into how Council works, the process 
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and the system, the decisions they make, and what 
procedures they take. We get community awareness 
of what’s happening out there in the community 
from the Council minutes. Overall we get an insight 
into how that works – building bridges between the 
Council and young people. Someone here might want 
to be a true Councillor one day, and this is a good way 
for them to see. "

Secondly, the YAC experience teaches us the importance 
of keeping it fun. Samuel, Tom and Chris describe their 
involvement: “Our meetings are pretty cool, though it 
depends what the meetings are like – if it’s proper. Our 
meetings are casual so you always have fun. Like if we turn 
up late, it doesn’t really matter.”  (Samuel) “You don’t need 
a note like at school.” (Tom) “You feel like they trust you 
more.” (Samuel)

Samuel goes on to say: “You don’t have meetings every 
week; they’re spaced out.” Tom adds: “If you’re not here, 
it’s not a big panic – no pressure” and Chris explains that: 
“Events are on the weekend when you’re not doing much.” 
Samuel also says: “It’s not like a job: you don’t have to be 
there all the time” but Chris notes that “then you are there 
‘cos you enjoy it.”

“There’s a difference in what’s acceptable in terms of what 
their meetings [the adult Council] are like, and what ours 
are like,” says Gina. “Our meetings are informal, loud, 
there’s food, and no fixed office bearers. We have a loose 
process; they have a very set process they have to adhere to. 
They see the way the young people are doing their business 
and they think they are just skylarking and having a good 
time, but if they came in and had a conversation, they’d 
find out they are organising the next event, working out 
where we’re going to get funding for something.” Daniel 
recognises this too: “You hold people with food and drink. 
They’re coming for pizza, but then they’re contributing and 
you get their opinions.”

The contribution of YAC members is also recognised and 
celebrated with extrinsic rewards such as a party every 
year, certificates presented by the Mayor, t-shirts, badges, 
and photos in the paper. Gina says:

" We make a big hooha out of events, have 
a professional photographer at all of their 

events, which goes in the Annual Report, and is 
acknowledged in official documents of Council. When 
they move on, go off to uni etc, we have a big bash 
with a compilation DVD created by the members. We 
always have food at meetings."

Thirdly, it is important that the process is accessible and 
friendly. This includes the approach of the youth worker, 
says Terasa:

" We trust Gina because she was there from the start, 
and she connects with us: relates and tells stories 
to make us feel comfortable. There’s a very laid 
back atmosphere. When she walks in it is really 
good; if she walked in really up tight or flustered or 
snapped at us, it wouldn’t work. For Councils, you 
need acceptance and to be approachable in order to 
communicate together, so young people don’t feel 
threatened or reluctant to go up to Councillors or to a 
committee meeting. "

Samuel values the facilitator because “she actually listens 
to us, not like teachers who just yell at you all the time. She 
treats us with respect.” Daniel adds that: “Even the silly 
ideas: Gina will put them on the board. She never said: ‘No, 
they can’t go on the board.’”
Gina recognises that she’s “willing to listen, willing to have 
a go, and take risks with them. It doesn’t matter how hair-
brained the idea,” she says, “we’ll give it a go. I’m honest 
to them, and they are back to me – it’s transparent. I want 
them to get out of it what they want, not what I want to get 
out of it.”

Gina adds that it is also important that the Council itself 
is accessible and friendly.

" Our elected member delegate from Council is under 
25 and our Mayor is only 31 and came through the 
YAC. That has a huge influence upon how the elected 
members treat the YAC and how the community at 
large sees young people. It doesn’t mean that the 
relationship is always a happy one – a lot of the older 
elected members still come with fixed ideas about 
what young people are or aren’t."

“Having good communication skills, being non-prejudicial, 
being able to accept a different culture in a sense – young 
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people’s ways or hairdos.” To Daniel, these are important 
aspects of Council’s commitment to the partnership. 
“It’s got to be respectful to want to listen to their opinion. 
That goes for everyone.” He also suggests that all people’s 
sincerity is vital: “Kids can pick up someone if they’re 
being fake a lot quicker than people think they might. 
That also operates in reverse: if the kids don’t show respect 
to the Council members, they would also soon lose their 
respect, but the kind of people you find at YAC don’t tend to 
be disrespectful. If they are, they soon learn in the meeting 
procedure that everyone is equal.”

Everyone has been learning about building productive 
relationships in the partnerships. Gina explains: 

" At first, the Councillors came in in suits, with stern 
faces. They found it difficult, because they don’t hang 
out with young people – it’s not the cohort that they 
know. They’re getting better at relating with the 
young people. It’s been an interesting process, but 
every four years there are new Councillors, and every 
year new YAC members. 

   The odd one or two that are brave enough will 
come into our meetings and say hello; the really 
cheeky ones will steal pizza or lollies. Having Daniel 
who’s under 25 has changed things as well. That’s 
changed perceptions; the YAC members see him at 
every meeting: two or three times a month. The YAC 
members are quite visible around the building; that’s 
also been very challenging for staff who’ve been here 
a long time – the young people hang around, want to 
come and have a chat to me.

  When YAC members made formal presentations to 
Council, it worked but it wasn’t engaging. Working 
together is much more powerful, and that’s why 
we’ve made the push for youth to be embedded in 
the strategic plan for the city of Mount Gambier. 
They can’t just be an add-on; they are completely 
integrated into the plan… The fact that the Council 
has ratified the youth part of their strategic plan 
shows that the mindset has changed, that they have 
to take it on board. "

The young people consider the critical success factors in 
building trust between young people and adult decision 
makers to be: “Be respectful” (Samuel); “They’ve done what 
they said they would” (Chris); “They say something, then 
they stick to it” (Tom); and “They’re honest” (Katya).

Fourthly, all partners need to recognise that the youth 
partners can make a meaningful contribution. Samuel 
says that “We contribute our ideas and what we want. 
Sometimes the Council asks us, like for the train track, what 
they could put there” and Katya suggests that: “It’s just 
better for the community; there’s more stuff around for the 
young people; it’s not just the adults’ decision.”

“We’ve been a lot more accepted with this new term of 
Councillors,” says Terasa Nearmy, “only because we’ve 
had better representation of a Councillor coming to our 
committee meetings. They’re really taking more notice 
of young people and getting them involved in different 
things. The Council are trying to put a different image out 
there, that young people are OK and not just a waste.”

Gina reports that the Council sees that it gets a huge 
benefit from the partnership because they have access 
to a youth voice. “They do use it when needed for con-
sultation,” she says, and provides the example of the 
development of the library. “Young people are very in-
volved in the consultation: what they would like, how they 
see it, ‘cos it’s their community space. It’s not just what they 
want as a young person, but what they want as a citizen 
for the future, ‘cos it’s their future. It’s not just about skate 
parks: it’s about the bigger picture…”

She says that there’s also a willingness on Council to take 
a risk as well: “to open up their doors to the views of young 
people, to take it on board as part of their major plan for 
the year. That’s quite empowering for the young people 
and speaks to the community that there is a partnership.”

“It’s working because there is commitment from Council,” 
says Daniel. “It’s in writing – there are resolutions passed. 
The other thing that makes this work is the young people 
themselves – the fact that they see results, they enjoy them-
selves and they continue to return; it’s a work in progress.”

Daniel advises other Councils “to be willing to give the YAC 
some power. Present their minutes at Council meetings; 
have them recorded.”
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Finally, it is recognised that empowered young people 
can be powerful advocates to engage other young 
people. Where an adult facilitator can sit back and make 
sure that projects come from the young people’s own 
ideas, there will be greater ownership and enthusiasm. 
Gina has observed that:

" They are very self motivated and get themselves 
organised, but like all human beings some of them 
don’t deliver. If it’s their event, they will be self-
motivated. It’s about ownership. If it’s their idea, 
they’re going to want to see it happen…

   I try not to be the leader; I’m quite deliberate about 
it. There is nothing worse than having an adult 
sitting at the top of the room telling you what’s going 
to happen. It’s about really being quite passive in 
the way I facilitate the group, not being overt. I do 
direct things, but I try to let them go on the journey 
themselves; creating a safe space where they can 
explore community issues themselves, whatever they 
maybe. "

Young people with a sense of ownership and excitement 
in the YAC can then talk it up amongst their peers. Samuel 
has experienced this: “At school we just tell people about it. 
At the launch of ‘It’s all good’, we were seeing which people 
were interested in joining the YAC. We just went around 
and asked people if they ever heard of it, and if they were 
interested.”

Gina sums up by offering some advice to similar projects:

" Don’t become a pseudo Council. Empower the young 
people. However big or small the group is, they’re 
your greatest asset. If you support them, they’ll make 
the YAC grow; they’ll reach out to the community like 
you can’t, and like the Council can’t – because they’re 
doing it in a whole different way and language. 

   Rewards and recognition for young people are very 
important.

   Make sure there is a gate keeper, so that if the YAC is 
successful, that they’re not inundated with requests 
from everywhere; that’s a sure fire way to get them 
cheesed off and they’ll leave.

  Ultimately, it’s treating them with respect."

In Summary:

The Mount Gambier Youth Advisory Council (YAC) is a 
partnership between a local government Council and 
young people to achieve these goals:

Provide advice to Council»»  for Council policy and 
decision-making;
Organise gigs, festivals and cultural events»» ;
Participate in other fundraising and consultation»» ;
Hold »» regular meetings with a semi-formal 
structure; and
Employ a part time adult facilitator»»  by the Council.

The lessons that the Mount Gambier YAC identifies 
as critical to the success of its partnership with local 
government are that:

There must be »» positive outcomes for all partners;
You need to »» keep it fun;
You must »» be accessible and friendly;
The »» partners can make a meaningful contribution; 
and
Empowered young people can be powerful »»
advocates to engage other young people.
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In a local government area in Melbourne, a group of 
young people annually assess, decide on and distribute 
grants of around $15,500 to local youth-led programs. The 
Hobson’s Bay Youth Voice Committee (YVC) is an initiative 
of the Hobson’s Bay City Council, in the Western suburbs 
of Melbourne. 

When it began, the Youth Voice Committee had a primary 
role of annually dispensing and managing grants to 
participatory youth projects in the local community. That 
role has grown, and the YVC now also acts as a youth 
consultative body to Council and other organisations, 
organises an event in Youth Week, and takes a lobbying 
role to Council when young people approach them about 
local issues. The Council also funds a youth worker, 
Monique Michell-Moylan, as part-time facilitator for the 
YVC. Thus the Youth Voice Committee is a partnership 
between an adult Local Government Council and a Youth 
Council, that is mediated and bridged by a youth worker.

Hobson’s Bay City Council covers a diverse geographic 
area, including relatively affluent bayside suburbs like 
Williamstown, and much poorer suburbs like Laverton. 
Monique explains that the Committee was a mayoral 
project of the Council:

" The Council wanted to make sure that young people 
were having the opportunity to voice their opinions: 
that they were consulting with young people in 
developing policy. They wanted young people to have 
the opportunity to distribute grants to other young 
people or groups working with young people, so they 
could run youth specific activities and events. "

Young people also have their own goals in joining the 
Youth Voice Committee. Michelle is 23 years old and has 
been involved for two years. “I joined as a way to be in-
volved in the community,” she says, “to be able to network 
with other young people and to be able to represent other 
young people in Hobson’s Bay; to feel like you’re a part of 

Youth Sector with Local Government

Grant Making in Partnership  
with Young People
The Hobson’s Bay Youth Voice Committee
Through the voices of: Michelle, Geraldine, Alison, Daniel, Brent and Valeria (members of the Youth Voice 

Committee) and Monique Michell-Moylan
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the community, and part of positive change in the com-
munity.”

Geraldine is 21 years old. Three years ago she joined the 
Youth Voice Committee: “mainly because once I finished 
High School and started Uni, there wasn’t any opportu-
nity to be involved in the community. When I was at High 
School, I enjoyed membership of Junior St Vinnies, SRC etc. 
So the reason was to re-engage with the community after 
High School. As a first group member, I had the opportu-
nity to shape what I would be part of.”

Strategies
The Youth Voice Committee uses many different 
approaches in its work. The first strategy is that young 
people have full discretion over the distribution of 
grants to youth participatory programs.

Valeria, 20 years old, and a member for three years 
explains the process: “When we’re making grant-giving 
decisions, Monique doesn’t really ever offer an opinion on 
any of the grants. While we rattle on, she just takes down 
notes on what we say; she takes an impartial role. Which is 
a good thing ‘cos we’re supposed to make the decision and 
she allows us to.”

There is a regular cycle – an annual process – that the 
Youth Voice Committee goes through in administering 
the Council’s youth-directed project grants. But their 
role doesn’t stop with deciding on the grants, as they 
also follow the grantees up to see what happened and 
undertake a mentoring relationship with these projects, 
assisting them (where they can) in fulfilling their goals. 
Monique provides an overview:

" We administer an annual grants round of $15,500. 
The young people develop the guidelines and the 
application form. They advertise the grants, take 
applications, follow them up, review them, determine 
successful applications. I then write the letters to 
applicants advising them of the outcomes (the young 
people say they want me to do that sort of stuff). 
Then we distribute the funds.

  Each of them then chooses to mentor a project, gets 
in touch, asks what assistance they can provide, helps 
with advertising, goes to the event or activity, then 

organises the financial acquittal and evaluation to be 
completed."

Each year, the Youth Voice Committee also reflects on the 
process and makes changes to the process based on those 
reflections. Monique explains:

" Youth Voice are always talking about how they 
can do things better. It is reviewed on an annual 
basis. Yearly priorities are determined through a 
community mapping. Next year there will be a 
‘registration and then meeting with us’ process to 
assist those who struggle to complete the application 
form satisfactorily."

Secondly, the young people on the Youth Voice Committee 
are also available for Council and other consultations.

“The Council give us opportunities as well,” says Alison, 
who is 19 years old and has been involved for two years, 
in explaining that the benefits run both ways. “Whilst it’s 
good for us to give a youth perspective on issues they’re dis-
cussing, I think it’s good for us to have the opportunity to 
give our input and, with what we say, they make decisions.”

Monique agrees that there are mutual benefits: “The 
Youth Voice Committee helps Council be in touch with 
what young people want (although it’s very hard for any 
committee to fully represent the views of all the people 
they represent in their area) – to use it as a sounding board 
for any ideas they have involving youth. But it works both 
ways: we’re looking to get a new youth facility, and the 
Youth Voice Committee has been advocating to Council on 
that issue.”

In recent instances, the Youth Voice Committee members 
have organised a youth consultation prior to providing 
feedback to Council, because they wanted to more 
accurately represent the diverse views of the young 
people involved. Valeria gives an example: “The Walker 
Close Drop-in Centre: a lot of the elderly citizens in that 
area weren’t too happy about young people there, [so] 
we did a consultation and then the Council asked for our 
input.”

“Usually we would write a memo and then possibly [give] 
a presentation providing the Council with an overview of 
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what we’re doing or recommending,” explains Monique. 
“There is not just Council down; also Council up  – and 
external people wanting to consult with us. With the youth 
facility, the Youth Voice Committee contacted the Mayor 
directly by email, to talk to [Council] about why we don’t 
have a dedicated youth space. They advocated directly to 
those Councillors. Young people had come to the commit-
tee and asked: ‘Should we start a petition?’ to get a youth 
facility.”

Youth Voice Committee members would like to be 
consulted by Council on broader issues, and both they 
and Monique advocate for this to occur. This has now 
begun to occur in some areas, such as the Council’s 
general health plan.

Geraldine argues that while “a lot of the things they get us 
to consult on are stereotypically youth oriented – like the 
skate park” there are broader opportunities opening up: 
“They have done that when they were developing a health 
plan for the city.”

Some members feel it would be fair for the Council to 
report back to them, in the same way they report to 
Council, providing opportunity for young people to 
choose issues of involvement and consultation. Michelle 
argues that: “Yearly we present to them on what we’ve 
been involved in, but they don’t present much back on 
what they’ve done, so we can have a look [and] so we could 
say: ‘We’re interested in this, this, and this’.” Geraldine 
agrees and says: “It’s important for them to be accountable 
back to us as well – tell us what they’ve done with it.”

Thirdly, Youth Voice Committee members are involved 
in deciding the direction of the group, and in choosing 
other forms of participation. Monique outlines the scope 
of young people’s decision-making:

" There are goals of the Committee that are already 
set: part of the objectives from Council is to 
administer the grants. But young people make all 
those decisions about what we want to focus on, 
how we will evaluate the applications, how we can 
better mentor the projects, the acquittal process, 
what they want to do during youth week, looking 
for external funding. Last year we said we wanted to 
re-align the activities of Youth Voice, because it was 

too concentrated in the first half of the year; it meant 
we had to have two grant rounds, back to back. We 
basically said how we wanted our timetable to run 
and the Council were fine with that again."

Outcomes for Young People
Participatory youth practices are known to produce 
many more positive outcomes for young people, than 
do non-participatory processes 1. This is apparent in this 
project in five areas of positive outcomes that have been 
identified. Three of these outcomes are observed in the 
young people directly involved, while the other two are 
seen as more general positive outcomes for young people 
in the community.

The first outcome for members of the Youth Voice 
Committee is that the young people involved grow as 
members of their community, through the contribution 
they make.

Monique sees that: “The committee members all have 
some interest in the community and want to bring about 
change for young people in the community – to make sure 
the voices of young people are heard.”

Alison reflects on her role in supporting other young 
people in the community: “The most effective thing we do 
is the grants, because it’s really good when we get an appli-
cation and see that a young person has a really good idea 
and we can give them money – ‘cos without that grant, 
they wouldn’t be able to make it happen. You can visit and 
see that it’s put to good use and many young people ben-
efit.” Daniel recently attended his first YVC meeting and 
is 13 years. What he gains from it, he says, is: “To be able to 
give opportunities to other young people in the community 
and let other young people live up to their potentials.”

Secondly, the committee members are learning skills and 
gaining confidence through administering grants and 
running the committee. Monique talks about the process 
of building on the skills of these young people:

" They are mentored through this process: initially 
they learn how to take minutes, meeting procedures, 
chairing and we continue to provide them with 

1	 See, for example: P Kirby and S Bryson (2002) Measuring the Magic? 
Evaluating and researching young people’s participation in public 
decision-making. London: Carnegie Young People Initiative.
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feedback along the way. We now have a training 
budget so we’ll be looking at doing more focused 
training. Whenever we’re presenting or involved in 
consultation, I always provide them training and 
guidance. Training also happens informally through 
meetings: learning about decision making, how to 
run the grants, guiding them on what sort of process 
they want to use for the grants, writing applications 
for funding, meeting with funders to discuss ideas…"

Mentoring the projects that are receiving grants is also a 
practical way to develop the skills of committee members.

Thirdly, these young people gain access to many 
networks and opportunities.

Geraldine says that: “Monique sends us general emails 
about wider opportunities; like The Source had an online 
newsletter that she’d send us regular updates about. A lot 
of educational opportunities: short courses, conferences 
that young people are invited to – that sort of thing.”

Monique explains that committee members value 
different outcomes: “Some members are motivated to be a 
part of the committee because they’re community activ-
ists; others are interested in what it provides for them on 
an individual level - just what they gain out of it skills and 
experience wise … all the opportunities it brings. So I keep 
them in contact with any opportunities I hear about.”

More widely, there are gains for all young people, as this 
initiative has encouraged participatory youth programs 
to develop within the community.

Geraldine remembers that: “one of the major areas that 
we found that young people wanted us to do was sport 
and recreation: things to do. We’ve funded a lot of things 
for sports and recreation activities, like soccer and sports 
days.” Valeria points particularly to the youth unit of 
the Williamstown Literary Festival: “a whole program 
for young people” and Michelle points to the Laverton 
Secondary College Breakfast Club: “we funded them to 
have a coffee machine but what they did with that was im-
portant. They set up a cafe for young people in the school 
who weren’t as interested in the academic side of things. So 
they did a course in hospitality and became more engaged 
in the school by setting up a cafe and learning life skills.” 

Valeria reminds us that the outcome was that “A few of 
the kids who weren’t going to school ended up going back 
to school to finish that.”

Monique indicates that this work is now having a broader 
impact on young people’s desire to speak up:

" I believe in youth participation and young people 
having a say in what happens in their community 
and taking an active role. Slowly it’s starting to 
happen: young people are getting in touch with us 
and raising issues with us."

The positive process that is adopted by the Committee 
also means that negative stereotypes about young 
people are challenged.

For Geraldine, this is an important outcome for the whole 
community: 

" Most importantly [it shows that] not all young 
people are bad. We have that stigma, particularly in 
this area, that young people just hang around train 
stations and graffiti. This is an example of a group of 
young people who are educated and want to make 
a contribution. In terms of changing perceptions, 
it’s important that, rather than a group of adult 
Councillors making decision about young people, it’s 
better to have a group of young people consulting to 
young people and voicing their position, providing 
services to young people in that way."

Monique notes that Councillors are also impressed by 
the young people when they present. “This changes their 
perception about what young people can do. Some of 
the church groups that have received grants, and a Lions 
project: members of those organisations are having their 
stereotypes broken down by interacting with the YVC, and 
by having to apply for funding against youth participatory 
criteria.”

What Works in this Partnership?

The operation of the partnership between the Hobson’s 
Bay Youth Voice Committee and the Hobson’s Bay Council 
provides us with five lessons, both about a partnership 
between a Youth Council and a senior Council, and also 
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about the factors that support the effective operation of a 
Youth Council in its own right.

The first thing we learn is that the Council needs 
to be supportive and respectful of young people’s 
contributions, and that young people need to recognise 
and acknowledge Council’s trust. 

Monique says that the Council views YVC very positively. 
“They’ve been very receptive. When Youth Voice said: ‘Why 
does the Mayor choose the young citizen of the year? Why 
can’t we?’, they said: ‘OK, you can’. So now the committee 
receives all the nominations, makes a recommendation 
and meets with the Mayor to determine the successful ap-
plicant.”

“Council wanted to get us more involved,” says Valeria. 
“After the first session they felt that it really worked. When 
we presented to Council they said they wanted to give us 
more responsibility, which I think they did with the Young 
Citizen of the Year Awards.”

“It really supports the partnership that the Council are so 
willing to have young people come to Council meetings, 
present ideas [and] that they give them 100% power in 
choosing who the grants go to,” stresses Monique. Most 
significantly, she points out that: “Nothing needs to go 
back to Council on those decisions.”

She adds: “It’s important not to assume how Council’s 
going to respond, so I try not to put in any boundaries. I 
suppose we, as a group, just always work out how we’re 
going to state our case. It’s put together in the briefing. Or 
the young people speak to the Councillor who comes to our 
meetings bimonthly.”

Secondly, the partnership must enable young people to 
make decisions that are meaningful – to them, but also to 
the wider community. These are essential local decisions, 
as Geraldine notes: “When we give out the grants too, I 
think: ‘Young people wouldn’t have these opportunities to 
engage with, without the committee.’”

Monique has an important role in ensuring that, if 
anything is happening in Council that relates to young 
people, the members of the Youth Voice Committee are 
involved or consulted: 

" When I started, it appeared that the Youth Voice 
Committee mainly focused on the grants process and 
youth week events. I’ve tried to open it up because 
they are meant to be representing young people, 
advocating for them to be involved in consultation 
opportunities. For example, at our drop-in centre, 
the local elderly residents in the area had issues with 
the young people attending the centre – there was a 
community meeting held. Before that, young people 
in the Youth Voice Committee met with the young 
people from the drop-in centre, then reported at the 
community meeting and advocated for the drop 
centre. We’re really trying to make that a reality that 
they are representing young people, trying to make 
that a key role; exploring that question: ‘How do we 
let young people know that we’re here and that we 
want to feed their ideas into Council?’"

A third learning is about the importance of the 
employment of a youth work facilitator who is 
supportive and honest and who understands the 
partnership. Monique reflects on what she demands of 
herself:

" If you’re trying to get a Youth Committee to take 
ownership, be honest with them; this gives you 
credibility in their eyes and helps them trust you. 
Be supportive in all other aspects of their lives and 
look after simple things like ensuring they’ve got 
transport for meetings. Give them the skills to take 
on ownership: if they haven’t done that before, talk 
to them about what their role is and brainstorm 
ways they can advocate for young people and 
communicate with those that they’re around…

   I help nurture and support them, build their 
confidence. I help them in any things external to 
Youth Voice that they’re interested in and want to do 
– I provide them with guidance, possible referrals and 
act as a referee when requested.

   I’m always trying to advocate for them, for their 
rights, the basic things they should have: transport 
and food provided, reimbursement when they are 
involved in consultation.

   And I have a good time. I get inspired by their 
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passion: the fact that a lot of them are juggling 
many balls in the air. I get a lot of support from 
them; they’re always very supportive of me and of 
the fact that I’m very open and honest with them. 
I’m genuinely interested in their lives and how I can 
support them to get out there and do good stuff. "

The process that is adopted must enable participation by 
young people in areas and on levels that they want and 
that make sense to them.

In this case, an important participation was on the 
interview panel when the youth work facilitator position 
became vacant. Young people were concerned both with 
how applicants related with young people, and whether 
they had enough experience and attitude to push for the 
Youth Voice Committee to have a stronger role beyond 
grant giving and youth week. Michelle describes this:

" A few of us sat in on the group for hiring Monique, so 
we had some input in who was going to be involved. 
We were part of the interviewing committee that was 
asking the questions, so we were watching how she 
engaged with us and what she could contribute to the 
youth committee."

Geraldine adds:

" We were just starting up, [and] all we were doing 
was organising an event for youth week and giving 
out grants. We were looking for a youth worker who 
would help us have more of a role than that."

In response, Monique now talks about challenging young 
people’s ideas about what the group can achieve, but also 
being realistic about what is possible in young people’s 
complex lives:

"  I talk with them about trying to strive for the top 
of the youth participation ladder. In the past, for 
example, the guidelines were written for them for the 
grants, rather than them doing it; so we’ve done a lot 
of work to make sure that, for every facet, they can do 
it themselves. 

  We are looking at the idea of setting up sub-
committees for events type work in the future. They 

are all over-committed in what they’re doing in their 
lives; when they get to meetings, that’s good, and we 
do what we need to while they’re there. "

Finally, we can recognise that the process needs to be fun, 
flexible and welcoming of engagement. Daniel notes 
that: “the meetings we attend here are enjoyable. It’s a light 
and friendly atmosphere.” Monique points to the need 
to build this into strategies and budgets: “It’s important 
to have some funds to be able to do your own reward and 
recognition within the group – to do some social stuff and 
reward the work of the group. I have fun with them as well 
– a factor that needs to be a part of any Youth Council.”

She also stresses that it’s important to accept and 
welcome people’s commitment at any level: “It’s good to 
have flexible options for membership. Some people are only 
able to come once a month; young people doing Year 12 will 
drop off. It’s important to be flexible. We welcome people 
back even when we haven’t seen them for a while.”

Advice for others
When asked about advice for other Councils who might 
be considering a partnership with a youth committee, 
the young people emphasised the need for respect 
towards the young people, and recognition that they 
have different views and experiences. Brent, who is 18 
years and a member of YVC for two years suggested 
that: “An adult Council will have to have a certain level of 
acceptance that our views may be different to theirs ‘cos we 
haven’t had the life experience; the age difference has to be 
taken into account.”

Monique endorses that. “If you’re trying to get a Council to 
respect and act on young people’s views, it’s important first 
of all that there’s a commitment there. If there isn’t, lobby 
and advocate to get that commitment. Get support from 
the area in which you work: youth services or community 
development. Go through the appropriate channels, Coun-
cil meetings etc…”
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But, most importantly, she says, “speak to the young 
people” and recognise their power to take initiatives:

" The young people can contact Councillors. They have 
successfully lobbied, for example, with the youth 
facility – the Council has committed to looking at 
concept plans. Even getting to that stage has been 
difficult and required a push from young people 
going to Council meetings. These young people 
e-mailed the Mayor and other Councillors to ask 
what was happening on that issue. They are quite 
passionate and are pushing for it – which I think has 
come from the Youth Voice Committee pushing the 
agenda. It’s about helping young people to recognise 
how they can harness their power to get what they 
want. "

In Summary:

The Hobson’s Bay Youth Voice Committee (YVC) is an 
initiative of the Hobson’s Bay City Council, in the 
Western suburbs of Melbourne. When it began, the 
Youth Voice Committee had a primary role of annually 
dispensing and managing grants to participatory 
youth projects in the local community. That role 
has grown, and the YVC now also acts as a youth 
consultative body to Council and other organisations, 
organises an event in Youth Week, and takes a 
lobbying role to Council when young people approach 
them about local issues.

The lessons that the Hobson’s Bay Youth Voice Commit-
tee identifies as critical to the success of its partnership 
with local government are that:

the Council needs to be »» supportive and respectful 
of young people’s contributions, and young people 
need to recognise and acknowledge Council’s trust;
the partnership must enable young people to make »»
decisions that are meaningful – to them, but also to 
the wider community;
the »» employment of a youth work facilitator who 
is supportive and honest and who understands the 
partnership;
the process must enable »» participation by young 
people in areas and on levels that they want and 
that make sense to them; and
the process also to be »» fun, flexible and welcoming 
of engagement.
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The partnerships that are outlined in this publication 
each provide strong lessons about their successes. 
Sometimes it is hard to untangle the lessons that are 
important from the grounded experiences of working 
successfully to meet the needs of young people, from 
those that are intrinsic to the operation of successful 
partnerships. We asked all participants to comment 
specifically on the lessons they had learnt from their 
collaborations – and what stories they would tell others.

As we listened to the responses from these young 
people, youth workers, community members, business 
people, local government officials and so on around 
Australia, we were struck both by how individual (and 
locally dependent) their learnings were, but also by the 
consistency in the comments (though they were said in 
different ways and with different examples).

While the successes of these partnerships depend 
enormously on the enthusiasms, commitments and 
understandings of individuals – and we cannot discount 
the importance of this – we need to seek the lessons that 
go beyond the personal. After all, people move on and 
new partners emerge. In listening to the stories, we were 
constantly reflecting about what these partnerships are 
learning, and about what they are telling us … about what 
works.

We have summarised the responses of the projects in 
the table that is included here. Within the diversity 
of comments, there are four clear themes that talk 
of ownership of the partnership, trust and respect, 
valuing everyone’s contributions, and achieving valued 
outcomes for all.

Communities owning and directing the partnerships
The first common issue that resonates through these 
stories has also been predicted in much of the literature 
about successful partnerships . These partnerships 
benefited from and were strengthened by being locally 
derived and locally directed. We can see this in particular 
in projects such as Crossroads Reconnect and Connect 

Central, in which the partnerships emerged from the 
recognition by many agencies of specific local needs. 
A strong commitment from all partners, and clear 
outcomes for young people, has been built on this local 
identification of need.

Connect Central’s John Bonnice explains the power of such 
‘localism’, which is contrasted with ‘top-down’ directed 
partnerships: 

" This partnership hasn’t happened because anyone 
told us to. Lots of other alliances have been driven or 
directed by government. This whole initiative came 
from people on the ground – which makes it much 
better. It’s easier because we want to do it, have a 
commitment to it, and have created it ourselves."

Bendigo participant, John Geary, likens their Transi-
tions collaboration to other examples of community 
creations of solutions that involve whole-of-community 
responsibility and ownership both of the issues of 
disadvantage and of the strategies to address them:

" They might believe their accountability is to the 
federal or state government (which may be true in 
a sense), but that’s money that has been generated 
from taxes in this area, and that needs to be used in 
an appropriate manner to target disengaged young 
people. This should be planned and accountable back 
to local stakeholders. The criticism is that, in the past, 
there hasn’t been anyone local to closely monitor 
the outcomes of programs. Reporting has happened 
previously to Melbourne or Canberra."

Such local understanding, development and management 
also provide a firm basis for other positive aspects of 
partnerships. Locally responsive partnerships can provide 
opportunities for the development of holistic service 
approaches for young people through the linking of 
disparate sectors. These relationships have the potential 
to undo the divisiveness of competitive tendering; they 
can promote whole-of-community responses in which 

So What Does Work in Partnerships  
in the Youth Sector?
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each agency has a role to play and a specialisation that 
need not be in competition with another agency. For 
example, whilst the Youth Transition Support Initiative 
is managed within the Connect Central partnership, 
the agency operating the very similar JPET project is 
highly supportive; it does not see itself as being a local 
competitor but takes the attitude that there are more 
than enough disadvantaged young people to ‘go round’.

In the collaborative project work of Yiriman and Cross-
roads Reconnect, youth workers were able to work in 
culturally appropriate ways and to act as facilitators for 
community directed projects. This was possible because 
they started from the assumption that their communities 
were best placed to govern their own youth projects and 
therefore took an empowering, community development 
approach to their partnership.

Locally directed partnerships can also respond to change 
in locally specific ways. For example, Shellharbour Youth 
Services has sought out local partnerships with schools so 
they can work where the young people are, responding 
to changes in education and employment. The Yiriman 
project has responded to cultural and technological 
changes and is strategically using music, digital media 
and adventure to engage young people in learning 
traditional knowledge and language.

Very few of the projects had a formal Memorandum 
of Understanding (MoU) between the partners. Where 
these did exist, they tended to be in plain language, were 
clearly articulated and specified the mutually understood 
roles and expectations within these partnerships. 
Elsewhere, for example in the Yiriman project, it is clearly 
understood that the community’s cultural bosses make 
the main decisions, and that the youth workers must ‘run 
everything by them’ ie consult for all important decisions. 

In the only project with a formal agreement (YSC in 
Hervey Bay), this is a state-wide MoU that is determined 
and implemented from above and that provides a formal 
framework for the development and clarification of local 
understandings. Whilst we are identifying the locally 
determination of understandings about ways of working 
as a criterion of good practice, this externally determined 
MoU was surprisingly successful and played an important 
role in the partnership’s success. With Youth Support 

Coordinators working within three or four schools in the 
area, the MoU describes the schools’ responsibilities in 
terms of minimum workplace conditions for the youth 
worker. Given the potential power disparity between an 
individual youth worker and a secondary school or TAFE 
(and its system), here it is advantageous that the central 
organisation oversees – and hence champions – youth 
workers’ rights and conditions by way of a top-down 
MoU.

So we learn a variation on this lesson: where there are 
disparate real or potential power relationships between 
partners, it is valuable to have a formal relationship to 
fall back on. Where partners meet locally, with relatively 
balanced power relationships, trust in partnerships can 
be expressed more informally.

Nurturing trust and respect within partnerships
The need for trust between partners was identified as 
being high on the agenda of all these partnerships and, in 
most instances, this trust was generated by reliable and 
respectful behaviour over time.

The development of trust is both personal and 
institutional; it can be uncomfortable and involve slow 
work. In particular, inter-sectoral and inter-agency 
partnerships (with differing cultures and assumptions) 
can battle against suspicion of sectoral and self-interest, 
misunderstanding and consequently mistrust. Many of 
these partnerships were successful because they made 
strategic choices about who would be involved, and what 
demands made on each other. This can be explicit as, in 
one partnership, deciding that ‘control freaks’ (ie persons 
who could not be flexible and respect others’ needs) were 
to be excluded.

Trust was also built on predictability. In the Opal Alliance, 
the community agencies were conscious that trust would 
be eroded and the partnership endangered if they didn’t 
stick to their agreed advocacy and media strategy. They 
noted that it was vital that GPT (their business partner) 
“didn’t look in the media every morning wondering what 
they’d got into”.

Several of these partnerships are succeeding because 
the youth and community sector workers’ advocacy for 
young people is carried out in manner that is strong but 
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not antagonistic to those in positions of power. This was 
particularly true for the Opal Alliance that successfully 
lobbied for a change in government policy by finding 
allies within the federal government bureaucracy, and 
carried out their campaign in a way that allowed the 
government to take ownership of positive outcomes. 
Similarly, within the Mount Gambier YAC, the Youth 
Advisory Council successfully challenged the absence of a 
youth policy within the Council’s Strategic Plan through 
a process of local diplomacy. Within the Connect Central 
consortium, the schools and other education providers 
acknowledge the essential nature of the youth sector’s 
contribution to addressing student disengagement. 
Backed up by quantitative data, and many years of 
confident advocacy, youth workers in Bendigo are taking 
an influential and respected role in a cross-sectoral 
partnership.

We were made aware that these roles do not always 
come naturally to a sector that places itself alongside 
the marginalised, that makes a social justice analysis of 
disadvantage, and that usually advocates strongly against 
those institutions that it perceives as perpetuating 
disadvantage (including political parties, police, 
schools and so on). Elsewhere, this may have led youth 
workers and agencies to view other institutions with 
suspicion and antagonism and hence to carry out their 
own, separate initiatives. The successful examples 
of partnerships documented here show that many 
individuals and agencies have needed to fundamentally 
change their relationships with others, and have built 
working relationships based on mutual respect.

In the RYSS project, the youth agency manager regularly 
approaches Rotary clubs in the region and challenges 
them to begin their community contribution at home, 
by contributing to the youth service. Many of these clubs 
include community leaders and heads of industry; she 
encourages them to get involved, to enjoy witnessing 
their contribution, and to take advantage of the positive 
publicity she can attract. This strategy became highly 
effective when this worker found the right allies – within 
business and Rotary – who then became the youth 
service’s strongest advocates within the community.

The development of respectful and trusting relationships 
is founded on the individuals within the partnership. 

These partnerships have succeeded by locating powerful 
people within the community who have a commitment 
to the wellbeing of young people. They have promoted 
interactions between young people and these powerful 
figures, in ways that have increased young people’s 
social capital (including opening doors for young people 
within their communities). Through these relationships, 
young people are seen to be making meaningful 
contributions to the community and are recognised for it, 
and this enhances their sense of being a vital part of the 
community – a citizen today rather than one in waiting. 

In many instances, active and empowered young people 
will themselves be a youth worker’s strongest allies 
within the partnerships. The Yiriman project, RYSS and 
Mount Gambier YAC all recognised and put effort into 
developing and skilling a small group of young people, 
who then achieved far more in motivating their peers 
than a youth worker could do. In these three instances, 
a huge amount of worker and organisational time and 
resources was devoted to a relatively small number of 
young people, but that investment has borne results as, 
several years down the track, each project is flourishing 
with those young people impressing their peers and 
advocating effectively for the program and its activities.

Another way of recognising the importance of the 
development of trust is to identify the role of ‘bridge-
builders’ in these partnerships. There are substantial 
cultural differences between sectors, in particular 
between education and welfare, and these can be eased 
by people who are well placed, and who are capable and 
comfortable to create an interface between sectors. Young 
leaders can be this bridge (eg the young cultural bosses 
in Yiriman) as can youth workers, counsellors or teachers 
with the appropriate temperament.

The essence of being a bridge is to provide the necessary 
linkage between two worlds that need to know and 
understand each other in order to co-ordinate meeting 
the needs of young people. Yet being that bridge can be a 
lonely position, not entirely at home in either world.

In Queensland, the Youth Support Coordinator (YSC) 
program very deliberately positions youth workers 
as these bridge builders in local partnerships. There 
are strong demands on them in these roles. They are 
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administratively located within community agencies, 
where they are supported and theoretically have a 
home base. However in the breakdown of their week, 
the community agency is likely to be their work location 
only after school hours and for occasional meeting or 
paperwork time. For most of their week, YSCs don’t have 
a regular social or work environment at their agency to 
support them; they are moving between schools (and are 
generally spread across four or more schools), so may not 
have continuity and regularity there either. In addition, 
each YSC works in relative isolation, coming in and out 
of work cultures set by others. They work within the 
education sector, yet are not education workers; they are 
youth workers, yet are not working within or amongst 
other youth or welfare workers. 

The role of bridge builder sits in the grey areas of 
uncertainty. It requires workers to be diplomatic, friendly 
and productive. Youth workers come into schools or 
other institutions as outsiders, and need to maintain the 
integrity and uniqueness of their own contribution as a 
youth work professional in order to build and maintain 
trust.

What challenges trust – and how can those challenges be 
overcome? The process of nurturing trust may be difficult 
where there have been previous negative stereotypes of 
sectors, or bad experiences between partners. Rebuilding 
trust may only be achieved by all partners proving 
their worth over time. This has been necessary in all 
the instances of partnerships with schools that are 
documented here. In each case, the youth workers had to 
work hard to be accepted and valued. However, there are 
positive lessons from these stories. Similarly, the Yiriman 
and Crossroads Reconnect projects, where a mainstream 
agency engaged with Indigenous or CLD agencies, show 
that trust can be gained if youth workers approach 
communities by listening and expecting to learn, rather 
than approaching other community organisations 
arrogantly or with pre-conceived projects.

While the promotion of partnerships was a key strategy 
of the Federal Government’s approach to the youth sector 
over the last decade, it sat alongside demands for the 
competitive tendering of services. These are, in many 
ways, contradictory strategies. Partnerships require 
trust (locally as well as more broadly); competition 

(particularly between local services) erodes that trust. 
Several of these stories, most notably Connect Central 
in Bendigo, reflect discussions that are occurring across 
Australia, particularly within regional centres. These 
discussions are about ways to engender trust, ways to 
undo the damage done by competitive tendering and, 
through this, ways to achieve better outcomes for young 
people. 

The solutions that many communities are finding again 
involve promoting a sense of community responsibility 
and ownership of local problems and their solutions. 
There are strong assertions of accountability here, but 
that accountability is based within a community’s right 
to determine the use of local funding for its young people. 
If agencies are operating ineffectively, then the local 
community should be holding them to account, and 
demanding a better use of those resources for the good of 
young people, and thus the whole community.

Valued contributions from all partners
The third common theme that emerges from these 
stories of successful partnerships is about all partners 
acknowledging and valuing each other’s contributions. 

In talking with the partners, it was clear that their 
contributions were enormously varied and went far 
beyond financial provisions. In no case, for example, did 
all partners contribute equal funding to the partnership. 
Yet this was not a divisive issue, for partners recognised 
and valued the different contributions each made. Where 
one partner was disproportionately funding the project, 
this could occur without disrupting shared ownership of 
the project, because funding was flexibly applied between 
the partners. For example, the Crossroads Reconnect 
collaborative project work succeeded (in part) because 
of this flexibility in funding; Reconnect did not demand 
prescriptive quantified plans of projects, and this enabled 
Crossroads Reconnect to assist CLD community agencies 
to experiment and evolve projects based on community 
demand and expectations. It was important that this 
was partnership funding with partnership outcomes. 
Crossroads Reconnect was therefore not required to claim 
sole credit, or assign outcomes (in terms of the numbers 
of young people assisted, for example) within their own 
data – and to the exclusion of other partners.  
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Similarly, the Yiriman project’s auspicing agency (KA-
LACC) obtained flexible funding, which did not prescribe 
in advance the activities or bush-trips to be undertaken, 
and this has enabled the youth workers to undertake 
collaborative work which is responsive to community 
directions. In both these instances of cross-cultural 
collaboration, a crucial feature of the approach is that of 
one agency helping to access funding, but then providing 
that access in a facilitative and ‘listening’ manner.  

There are potentially dangers in the differential provision 
of resources, in particular possibilities of paternalistic or 
manipulative attitudes from the partner facilitating the 
funding. However, this is not apparent where all partners 
recognise the contributions made by others. Mutual 
respect acknowledges the importance of the in-kind 
contributions of each partner: the specialised knowledge 
and reputation of Australian Lebanese Welfare or the 
ability of the young leaders in the Yiriman project to 
motivate their peers and so on.

In fact, the unique professional contributions that 
partners made was frequently the very point of the 
partnership. In the three school-based youth work 
projects detailed here, the common feature was, on the 
one hand, schools that valued the unique contribution of 
youth work and, on the other hand, youth workers who 
valued the care and professionalism of schools. Seveno-
aks had a school administration that, from the school’s 
inception, saw the value of youth work as the core of 
its welfare approach. In Hervey Bay and Shellharbour, 
while the unique contribution of youth work was not 
immediately recognised by schools, it has been valued 
through youth workers providing their contributions 
over time. These youth workers contributed high quality 
counselling and group work, demonstrating their 
skills, and thus have, in time, created spaces for more 
explicit youth work approaches such as advocacy and 
empowerment. The youth workers have succeeded within 
schools with this approach, because they also genuinely 
value and are willing to acknowledge the contribution 
of teachers and schools to the young people with whom 
they work.

The valued contributions made by youth workers 
within schools centre around their skills in developing 
consensual, non-judgemental and egalitarian 

relationships with young people. There are numerous 
barriers to teachers being able to develop such 
relationships: class sizes, school disciplinary procedures, 
the professional expectations placed on teachers, 
individuals’ attachments to power and so on. However 
the three examples of youth work in schools demonstrate 
that youth workers within schools can, within receptive 
schools and over time, model and promote relationships 
with young people that reduce the power battles that 
can sometimes escalate into disciplinary procedures, 
suspension and expulsion.

These stories teach us that, if youth work is to succeed 
in other environments, individual youth workers need 
to identify and hold fast to the unique contributions 
they can make to partnership. They must promote the 
value of a non-judgemental, friendly approach to young 
people, which empowers them and which advocates 
for a social justice analysis of disadvantage. In several 
of these stories – in Sevenoaks, in Shellharbour, within 
the YSC program, the PCCAS and Connect Central – youth 
workers are holding onto the integrity of their role, and 
the partnerships are successful because of those valued 
contributions.

Valued benefits for all partners (including young people!)
Finally, but arguably centrally, successful partnerships 
focus on achieving clear and positive outcomes – 
particularly for young people. Codes of Ethical Practice 
within the youth sector make it clear who should be the 
main recipient of positive outcomes: 

The primary consideration of the youth worker is the 
young people with whom they engage. This does not 
mean that they are the only people that youth workers 
are concerned with, but it does mean that youth 
workers’ key responsibility is to the young person/
people with whom they are working.  
 

It is not sufficient that partnerships achieve benefits 
for the individual partners (such as achieving greater 
efficiencies or smoother operations), unless those partner 
benefits achieve demonstrable outcomes for young 
people. It should be (but sadly sometimes isn’t) the case 
that positive outcomes for young people overlap with the 
achievement of a positive outcome for workers within 
their practice. The satisfaction of achieving agency and 
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organisational goals can be a powerful force endorsing 
partnership success.

In many of the projects studied, there was a strong 
sense of commitment and ongoing enthusiasm for the 
partnership because all partners recognised ongoing and 
demonstrable benefits for themselves. In each of these 
stories, we have tried to identify the separate benefits for 
partners. For example, in the Parramatta Children’s Court 
Assistance Scheme, youth work agencies volunteering 
their staff time were obtaining client referrals, improving 
connections with other agencies and gaining professional 
development for staff. The Legal Aid solicitors were able 
to fulfil their role more effectively because they did not 
have to complete administrative tasks, and the welfare 
needs of their clients were being met. 

In the Connect Central consortium, the schools, TAFE 
and adult education providers are increasing their 
commitment and contributions to the partnership 
because they have experienced increased efficacy: they 
are working more effectively with marginalised young 
people as a result of their participation in the partnership. 
Their counterparts on the welfare and youth side of the 
partnership have gained more ability to approach and 
access the services they need to assist young people in 
transition.

In the Yiriman project, the auspicing agency is able to 
achieve its goal of preserving language and culture 
through partnership with communities. In turn, the 
communities are gaining access to the resources and 
effective facilitation they need to run their bush trips. 
Young leaders are gaining the skills and capacities that 
they identify as important.

In Shellharbour, the Council Youth Services have used 
outreach work, including partnerships with schools, 
to achieve a substantial shift in their visibility and 
accessibility to young people. Similarly, at Sevenoaks, the 
role of youth workers as bridges between schools and the 
local welfare sector tangibly benefits their work, again 
through increased visibility and accessibility. In both of 
these partnerships, success for the youth services was 
delivered by taking youth services to where young people 
were, rather than expecting young people to come to the 
specialised youth or welfare services.

The key lesson from all of these stories is that the 
involvement of all partners will be maintained if, and 
only if, they all continue to see that there are outcomes 
and that they are getting something out of their 
involvement. As we have seen. these positive outcomes 
range from tangible benefits such as access to resources, 
funding, opportunities and skill development, through 
to less tangible benefits such as efficacy (a sense of 
effectively fulfilling goals) and opportunities to make a 
contribution to a community. 

Such a full range of outcomes is acknowledged in 
both the Mount Gambier YAC and the Hobson’s Bay 
Youth Voice Committee. Here is recognised that young 
people seek many complex and different outcomes 
from their participation. The adult facilitators of these 
Youth Councils have achieved a long period of active 
partnership between local government and the youth 
council by ensuring they provide many and diverse 
opportunities for young people to experience direct 
benefits from their participation.

The Participation Question
When we started to examine these stories of successful 
partnerships, we expected to highlight the importance 
of the active participation of young people in all these 
partnerships. An often-cited criterion of good practice 
across the youth sector is that of participation, and 
previous studies have asserted that young people and 
their families should “define the nature and location of 
services provided” 40. This, it is suggested, should guide 
the nature and processes of the partnerships that are 
formed.

However, the practices we discovered were much more 
varied. In these examples, youth participation was very 
rarely a focus in the formation or evolution of the youth 
sector partnership. While the collaborations generated 
substantial positive outcomes for young people, young 
people were seldom there as active partners.

There are some exceptions. While there were no 
young people on the steering group that directed 
the building of the warehouse in the RYSS Youth Arts 
Warehouse development, young people had other, 
partly participatory roles. There were structural 
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reasons within the partnership that deterred formal 
participation: steering committee meetings were at 7:30 
am for example. And both workers and young people 
commented that young people would have found such 
participation boring. On the other hand, the project 
facilitated young people’s involvement in the stages 
they chose, and allowed them to avoid the stages they 
didn’t have interest in. They participated in planning and 
dreaming for the space, in videoing the transformation 
and now in programming activities there; but weren’t 
required to sit through many long, administrative 
meetings. Similar issues were identified in the account 
of the Perth Transit Guards partnership, where we are 
warned about the dangers of tokenistic involvement of a 
few young people that ignores underlying diversity and 
tensions.

The Mount Gambier YAC and the Hobson’s Bay Youth Voice 
Committee have taken approaches that emphasise both 
formal and informal participation opportunities. There 
is no compulsion to come to meetings and the emphasis 
is on action (in Mount Gambier on organising events, 
and in Hobson’s Bay on disbursing grants).  However the 
meetings are designed to be as fun as possible, there is 
always yummy food, and formal protocols have been 
done away with to allow young people to enjoy meetings. 
Consequently they come back.

In many of these stories, we find example where young 
leaders are given positions of responsibility (as in the 
Yiriman project), where they form cross-cultural bridges 
to older members of their community and to their peers. 
This is an effective form of participation on many levels.

But questions remain about opportunities for the 
inclusion of young people as respected partners within 
these partnerships. Would outcomes have been greater 
if young people had greater participation? How should 
partnership structures and relationships – early morning 
or boring meetings; complex negotiations; recognition 
of diverse contributions and needs – change, in order to 
meet the interests and needs of young people within a 
partnership? What possibilities exist for young people to 
develop project management skills through participation 
that goes beyond consultation? How can such inclusive 
partnerships avoid tokenistic involvement of a few young 
people?
The second publication in this series is about ‘What 
works in young people getting active in the community?’ 

These questions and themes will be revisited there, from 
the perspective of projects that emphasise the active 
participation of young people. What will we learn about 
possibilities for partnerships from these?

Conclusion

The projects selected within this document have 
generally not yet been evaluated, and these stories in no 
way provide – or seek to provide – such an objective or 
rigorous evaluation. They are rather a celebration of what 
is seen to be working within each project. Their value 
within this document is primarily in helping us learn 
from them.

This was never a competition. The projects that we have 
profiled here are not being held up as the ‘best’ projects; 
nor do they provide an uncritical guide for others to 
adopt. The description of What Works is not intended 
as a prescription or recipe to be replicated. In fact, the 
very success of the projects is that they have been a local 
response to local needs. 

But each of these projects is achieving positive outcomes 
within its area, at this point in time. These practitioners 
are sharing some reflections that are helpful and 
thought-provoking for other practitioners – and that 
might guide the thinking and partnership formation 
in other areas. The questions that these projects have 
asked and answered may be the most useful transferable 
information here.

In particular the outstanding achievements of the Yiri-
man project and the Opal Alliance need to be held up as 
community generated and owned solutions. These are 
deserving of special celebration at a time when there 
has been much denigration and discussion of failures in 
Indigenous programs. The same spirit can be applied to 
the other projects. 

The twelve partnerships outlined here are also the ‘tip 
of the iceberg’. There are vibrant and effective youth 
sector partnerships occurring right across the country. 
Many communities – in cities, towns and country areas 
– are forming productive alliances that seek and achieve 
solutions to the challenges faced by their young people. 
We congratulate them.

Fiona Taylor
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