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Introduction
Barang Regional Alliance hosted 
our 3rd Annual Empower Youth 
Summit on the 22nd – 23rd of 
October 2022.
This year the Empower Youth 
Summit was held at Point 
Wolstoncroft Sport and 
Recreation Centre in Gwandalan, 
engaging with over 130 Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander young 
people from our community.
Point Wolstoncroft is situated on the Northern-
end of Darkinjung Country to provide equal 
opportunity following the previous Youth 
Summits which were held on the Southern-end 
at Broken Bay. Point Wolstoncroft is a culturally 
significant place to Darkinjung and surrounding 
peoples as it sits on the Awaba (Lake Macquarie) 
which historically acted as a natural border for 
Darkinjung Country to the North. This place 
represents the connection to the Awabakal and 
Worimi people and the knowledges that have 
been passed through thousands of generations, 
maintaining this vast waterway. The peninsula 
itself is bound by state forest and provides 
multiple perspectives to two sides of the Awaba, 

home to wildlife, bush, water and beaches, an 
appropriate exhibition of the deep and diverse 
beauty of Darkinjung Country. 

The Invitation to the Empowered Youth 
Summit was open to all Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander young people (from ages 12 – 24) 
living, working, or connected to Darkinjung 
Country.  Over 130 Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander young people from our community 
responded and attended the event, providing 
their voices to issues that concern them and 
immersing themselves in culture.

After a turbulent 2-year period fraught with 
COVID-19, lockdowns, fires, and floods, the 
Empower Youth Summit needed to be able 
to run, to amplify opportunities for young 
people to have their voices, views and opinions 
considered. Barang Regional Alliance pride 
itself on valuing the voices of young people 



and acknowledge that young people are often 
excluded from conversations and decision-
making about opportunities and issues 
affecting them. The purpose of the Empowered 
Youth Summit is to provide Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander young people 
opportunities to connect with the community, 
culture and inform the decision-making on 
Darkinjung Country.

We acknowledge that events like this often 
aren’t accommodating to people with 
additional needs. It was critical that this event 
catered for all needs, fostering an environment 
of inclusivity for people of all walks, including 
NDIS participants, young people with a living 
experience of Out of Home Care and people 
who identified as gender diverse.

The Empowered Youth Summit 2022 had 
a range of activities including a smoking 
ceremony and Welcome to Country, a 
guided bush walk with local elder Uncle Gavi, 
weaving, painting, cultural dance, recreational 
activities, as well as a women’s yarning circle on 
economic prosperity. 

Overview and 
Structure 

The Empowered Youth Summit is an annual, 
weekend-long event designed to provide 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young 
people from the Central Coast opportunities 
to connect to culture and the Darkinjung 
community. This is achieved through culturally 

immersive experiences and consultations with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young 
people to better understand their needs and 
aspirations for the community. Monitoring 
and evaluation of the previous two summits, 

combined with information gathered from 
annual NAIDOC surveys, drove the structure of 
the 2022 Empowered Youth Summit. 

The first day of the 2022 Empowered Youth 
Summit began with an acknowledgement of 
Country and a Smoking Ceremony by Uncle 
Gavi Duncan, which progressed to a choice of 
three cultural activities for the young people, 
painting with local artist Allirra Moore, weaving 
with Cherie Johnson or a guided bush walk 
learning from Uncle Gavi. Allirra, Cherie and 
Uncle Gavi have all been a part of previous youth 
summits and along with all the volunteers were 
key to the success of this year’s event.

These workshops allow young people to 
step forward and lead the discussions on 
their priorities and the issues that they face. 
Not surprisingly these views and opinions 
differ from those expressed by our adult 
community and therefore we must have these 
opportunities to hear the voices of young 
people and to ensure service delivery aligns 
with their needs, aspirations, and desires.

This year the workshops were altered according 
to community surveys and the evaluation of 
previous summits to target these three priorities: 

1. Culture & Identity 
2. Health & Wellbeing 
3. Education & Employment 

Information on sessions and the topic areas 
are detailed below.
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Furthermore, the group was asked what 
activities would help them in the future and 
there was wide consensus that through school 
and TAFE, there were minimal “life skills” taught. 
Particularly referring to financial literacy and 
managing money, the group also stated that 
they grew up with a lack of aspiration to further 
succeed, “if you had food on the table and bills 
are paid, then you were considered rich.”

As a result of this yarning circle, it was clear 
to us that these young women are calling 
for culturally safe spaces and people within 
education to support their aspirations and 
make them aware of the pathways to reach 
them. We as a community must also support 
the raising of standards of aspirations for young 
people and encourage rather than discourage 
them from succeeding.

Women’s Yarning 
Circle on Economic 
Prosperity

Our 2022 Youth Survey made evident that there 
is a need for more messaging and an emphasis 
on understanding economic prosperity, 
especially for young Aboriginal women. Over 
86% of young female respondents said they 
did not even know what ‘economic prosperity’ 
meant. This aligns with our community’s 
emphasis on women in leadership and Barang 
being approached by NSW Treasury to hold 
a consultation for the NSW First Nation’s 
Women’s Economic Prosperity Strategy.

As a result, our 2022 Empowered Youth Summit 
included a women’s yarning circle on Economic 
Prosperity. A total of 37 women attended, 
allowing our young Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women to connect to some of our 
female community leaders, who are successful 
business owners, executives, and artists.

Women from NSW Treasury facilitated the 
consultation and began by identifying our 
young women’s role models which included 
Aboriginal mentors at school, their foster 
parents, parents (especially their mums), the 
strong Black women in our community and 
their families more broadly.

The consultation asked our young women if 
they feel prepared for life after school and TAFE, 
to which they collectively responded “no”.

Some felt school pressured them to go to 
university in courses that they felt unsure 
about and many stated that there was too 
much of a focus on ATAR through school 
rather than viewing alternate pathways, 
identifying aspirations, and participating in 
internships/apprenticeships. 

Participants were then asked by the facilitators, 
what barriers are preventing/have prevented 
them from finishing high school and TAFE. The 
response was extensive, with many expressing 
that they did not have appropriate support and 
encouragement throughout their education, 
particularly from teachers and there was 
consensus that there are not enough culturally 
safe spaces in schools. The young people stated 
that there was discouragement in schools toward 
completing the HSC and going to university, 
from both careers’ advisors and teachers. 

The next question surrounded what motivated 
the young women to get through high school 
and TAFE. There was an emphasis on how vital 
Aboriginal Education Officers are, with those 
who had one throughout school explaining that 
they were a major driver for them to complete 
their HSC. The young people also said that 
expectations from family and more pushed 
them through their studies.
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Cultural Workshops 
– Painting, Weaving, 
Guided Bush Walk 
and Dance
The Empowered Youth Summit 2022 provided 
a variety of cultural experiences for the young 
people in attendance. To begin the day there 
were three options for cultural workshops:

Allirra Moore, an established local artist 
facilitated a cultural art workshop that provided 

around 50 young people with the chance to 
learn contemporary styles of Aboriginal Art, 
connect and collaborate on a 5-metre canvas

Local elder, Uncle Gavi Duncan also took 
around 40 young people on a guided bush walk 
where they had the opportunity to hear local 
Darkinjung Dreaming stories, learn about native 
plants, bush foods and medicines.

Founder and Managing Director of Speaking 
in Colour, Cherie Johnson held a weaving 
workshop where the young people could learn 
some histories of weaving and the basics of 
weaving using raffia.
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Culture & Identity 

Through our 2022 Youth Survey, a consistent 
theme across all demographics is that culture 
and identity are of utmost importance. Young 
people living on Darkinjung Country even 
ranked this before Health and Wellbeing. This 
also corresponds with a priority of our Regional 
Development Agenda. Our young people want 
opportunities to connect to:

 - Culture 
 - Country 
 - Community  
 - Their mob

Uncle Gavi Duncan has been a mentor to our 
young people in the past Empowered Youth 
Summits and facilitated this year’s culture and 
identity workshops - providing cultural authority 
and wisdom to the sessions. Corinne Hodson 
supported Uncle Gavi by capturing the young 
people’s voices, scribing notes, and assisting in 
the flow of conversation.

“Feeling connected to land, ocean, 
mother-earth and the milky way”
The group spoke about the significance of 
cultural identity and knowing who you are and 
where you come from. Both Uncle Gavi and 
Corinne encouraged participation, speaking 
of the importance of cultural knowledge, 

protocols, Elders, and cultural governance. The 
facilitators generously provided their thoughts 
and experiences which created an environment 
of safety and prompted feedback from the 
young people for the following questions:

Why is culture important to you?

- To understand stories about geographical 
locations and know seasonal connections 

- Traditional knowledges such as native   
 plants and uses, crafting traditional tools, bush  
 tucker, song, dance, and the oral traditions of  
 knowledge transfer to younger generations

- The significance of cultural responsibility 

- Sense of belonging to family and community,  
 and spiritual awareness 

- Culture is shared and somewhere young   
 people feel equal

- Honouring our elders and the people who   
 have come before us

- The responsibility to care for Country

- Culture provides a sense of connection,   
 identity, and acceptance

 “We are part of the oldest living   
  culture, and we can keep it 
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going”
“Culture is the foundation of our       
  whole lives” 
Who is your mob?

The Central Coast, Darkinjung Country, has 
historically been a transient community, with 
people from many nations, language groups and 
tribal areas moving to this Country and calling 
it home. This word cloud below is an example of 
some of those language groups and shows the 

diversity of our young people and their lineage.  

What cultural activities/opportunities would 
you like to see in our community?

- More Youth Summits/camps

- Cultural knowledge such as how to read and  
 understand Country and stories

- Cultural Burning 

- Aboriginal Studies to be a mandatory subject  
 in schools

- Cultural residence/exchange in communities  
 across NSW and Australia

- Indigenous Excursions 

- Men’s and Women’s business 

- Connection and self-determination 

- Youth Leadership program  

- Aboriginal garden

- Cultural activities (learning and making)–   
 painting, weaving, hunting, spirituality, dance,  
 and song

- Family history/tracking

- Safe spaces for LGBTQI+

- Opportunity to gain experience with language

- On-Country experiences

- Other opportunities for training and learning 

Culture and identity are the heartbeats of 
our community. It is becoming increasingly 
obvious that this is a fundamental element 
of young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people’s sense of self. They are calling for more 
opportunities to gain cultural knowledge on 
Country, connect to the community and each 
other, as well as have opportunities to lead. 

“It’s who we are, where we 
  come from!”
Our young people stated in 2020 that they 
want more:

- History and Information about our tribes/   
 avenues to access this information

- Languages

- Education around colonisation 

- Indigenous educational components to be   
 taught in classes

- Aboriginal Dance in school
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Health & Wellbeing 

The health and wellbeing workshop at the 
Empowered Youth Summit 2022 began with 
young people responding to the outcomes and 
findings of the 2019 and 2020 conversations. 
Areas of focus included defining what health 
is for Aboriginal people and considering all 
aspects of the physical, mental, spiritual, and 
sexual well-being of individuals. 

Through our 2022 Youth surveys, young people 
from our community told us that mental health 
is their biggest health concern. This workshop 
was to understand the background of these 
concerns and how they related to the broader 
health and well-being of young people in our 
community. Widespread feedback from the 
session established that to young people, 
connection to Country and culture contribute 
to health & wellbeing, suggesting that these 
components are necessary to improve their own 
health and wellbeing. 

The health and wellbeing workshops were 
facilitated by Aboriginal young people, Brett 
Field, Caitlin Grosse, and Jacob Smeaton and all 
three provided a connection point to not just 
these sessions but to the community for the 
participants. Brett and Caitlin work within Yerin 
Eleanor Duncan Aboriginal Medical Services and 
Brett and Jacob are both personal trainers, this 
brought their connection to the space. 
During our health and wellbeing workshops, 
young people were asked four questions:

How do you look after your own health 
and well-being?

 - Self-care 
 - Exercise 
 - Yarning/talking 
 - Time on Country  
 - Eating and sleeping 
 - Hobbies 
 - Time with loved ones 
 - Health check-ups 
 - Mindfulness 
 - Education 
 - Music  
 - Connection  
 - Help from medical professionals 

Our surveys show that mental health is the 
biggest health concern that you (as young 
people) face, why is this?

 - Pressure from school 
 - Stress 
 - Anxiety 
 - Expectations 
 - Cyclical nature of mental health 
 - Social media 
 - Bullying 
 - Relationships (breakdown) 
 - Body image 
 - Family (breakdown)   
 - Intergenerational trauma 
 - Lack of trauma-informed care 
 - Lack of support 
 - Workload 
 - Discrimination

What are the barriers to looking after your 
own health and wellbeing?

 - Bullying 
 - Lack of time 
 - Lack of motivation 
 - Lack of/unaffordable transport  
 - Shame/embarrassment 
 - Distractions 
 - Disconnect from culture 
 - Lack of money/resources 
 - Negative mental health 
 - Stress 
 - Judgement 
 - Limited access 
 - Homelessness 
 - Age
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If you were in charge, what changes would 
you make to support young people’s health 
and well-being?

 - More summits 
 - Free access to transport 
 - More local health support and services  
 - Free education/university 
 - Free access to gyms 
 - Age-appropriate services  
 - Scholarships 
 - Increased support for elders 
 - More work for young people 
 - Outreach  
 - Increase of community events

 The sessions provided insight into the need 
for safe spaces and wider access to services for 
young people to manage their own health but 
also learn and express themselves in a culturally 
safe setting. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander young people from our community 
feel disconnected and this has detrimental 
effects on their mental health, there must be an 
increase in opportunities to connect but also an 
increase in mental health services in Aboriginal 
Community Controlled Organisations.
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Education & 
Employment  

This workshop engaged with Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander young people to identify 
the areas of education and employment that 
are important to them. Young people value 
education differently across age cohorts in 
our community, as we have observed in our 
2022 Youth Survey response. However, across 
all demographics of young people in our 
community, education, and employment 
impact a range of areas in their lives. 
Participants understand that education and 
employment can result in pathways such as 
accessing university, financial security and 
various other opportunities but many believe 
education is not a culturally safe environment.

“We all have to have an education”
Young people highly value truth-telling and 
the opportunity to teach non-Indigenous 
people our culture and history, to eliminate 
racism and centre Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander views. Furthermore, our young people 
value having the opportunity to learn and 
share in culturally safe environments 
and much of the discourse from this session 
allows for the continuation of culture through 
future generations.

“Recognition for our hard work, 
efforts, making our own place 
in history”
Founder and Managing Director of Speaking in 
Colour, Cherie Johnson, local Gomeroi woman 
and educator, Stacy Parry, Operations Manager 
of Bara Barang Corporation Chris Thew and 
Business Relationship Consultant of a sponsor, 
Omnia Inclusive Employment Solutions Ashley 
Mackinnon facilitated the education and 
employment workshop. This session asked our 
young people the following four questions:

What parts of education and employment 
are important to you?

 - Learning about culture at school

 - Future opportunities

 - Emotional support- caring about us,   
  checking on us and even feeding us

 - Young people want to be builders, judges,  
  lawyers, GPs, police officers, coaches, footy  
  players, nurses, actors, social workers, marine  
  biologists – “So we’re not homeless”

 - Good teachers 

 - Making high school fun!

“Provide a future, there should 
  be no gap”
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Why are these areas so important?

 - Acceptance

 - Opportunities

 - Careers

 - Pathways to university

 - Success

 - True representation

 - Acknowledgement

 - Financial stability

 - These lead to our young people being proud,  
  culturally safe, equal, supported by loved   
  ones and happy

Support is also vital in the form of:

 - Mentorship

 - Emotional and financial support

 - Culturally safe spaces – Comfortability to sit  
  and share without burdening others

 - City support

 - Kinship support

 - Acceptance of vulnerability

What educational and job opportunities 
would you like to see in our community?

  - Access to affordable training

 - Resumé writing

 - Confidence building

 - Career advice and family support

 - Encouragement 

 - White card training

 - Family connecting

 - Planning and communication 
  of opportunities

 - Financial stability to follow opportunities

 - Alternative pathways

 - Child studies – work placement

 - Peer support

 - Specific support for learning needs

 - Apprenticeships

 - Freedom and choice

 - Study and work that young people 
  are interested in

 - Financial resources 

 - Sustainable health

What are the barriers you face to having 
educational and job opportunities

 - Being told that I cannot do it

 - Not feeling smart enough

 - Low self-esteem

 - Financial/resource barriers

 - Lacking role models

 - Expectations – from other people and 
  their limitations

 - Cyber-bullying – not just social media

 - Lacking good teachers

 - Stereotypes

 - Limited access to healthcare- not    
  comfortable with mainstream and want   
  more Aboriginal-specific healthcare

 - Limited support facilities

 - Must share computers

 - Having your time “managed” e.g., Sorry   
  business and cultural matters

 - Forced into the workforce to help pay bills

 - Lack of transport

 - Disenfranchised by the ATAR

The main themes that young people 
highlighted in the education and employment 
workshops were that they would like more 
opportunities to learn about culture within 
education and more culturally safe spaces 
embedded within the community, education, 
and employment. one of the underlying views 
are that young people want support from 
their community, from the encouragement of 
aspirations to having appropriate resources and 
role models to assist in their success.
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Reflections & 
Looking Forward
Drawing on the experience of the previous 2019 
and 2020 Empowered Youth Summits, this year’s 
summit had a unique cohort with a different 
location and a much younger group of youth. 
This brought a distinct experience for the young 
people participating and the volunteers who 
supported the event, as well as new perspectives 
on the priority areas of the workshops. 

Staff and volunteers observed the fundamental 
value of culture to young people. Young people 
are once again calling for opportunities to 
understand their Aboriginal culture and identity. 
Young people stated, just like in the previous 
two summits that events like this cannot just 
be singular or one-off and must be frequent to 
allow our young people’s connection to flourish.

Reflections from young people after the 
youth summit included:

 - The cultural dance and the variety of   
  cultural activities were some of the best  
  aspects of the Empowered Youth Summit

 - Young people want change for   
  themselves and future generations to   
  come, but they are unsure how to go   
  about making this change

 - The opportunity to connect with elders  
  was empowering

 - It was great to connect with others   
  and learn about the culture and history of  
  Darkinjung Country

Suggested improvements from 
young people:

 - Raising the minimum age to ensure   
  respect and participation

 - Mix the age groups with each other to  
  encourage young people to speak up

 - More recruitment of older youth

 - More time in the workshops to allow for  
  more in-depth conversations

 - Ensure everyone participates in 
  cultural activities

Our volunteer reflections included:

 - One of the best things at the youth   
  summit was the number and variety   
  of cultural activities the young people   
  could partake in

 - Women’s yarning circle made space 
  for the young women to come out of 
  their comfort zone and provide more 
  in-depth perspectives

 - Transport to and from the youth summit  
  and the easy access location worked well

 - Young people were provided with 
  everything they needed and the   
  resources in the bags were practical   
  beyond the youth summit

 - A portion of the young people lacked   
  connection and understanding of cultural  
  authority and that led to 
  misunderstanding cultural protocol and  
  engaging with elders

 - There should be a balance of the 
  older cohort with the young end of 
  the youth continuum

Suggested improvements from volunteers:

 - Ensure a balance of age groups

 - Plan the timing of camp to avoid clashing  
  with other commitments that young   
  people have (HSC)

 - Look for quality feedback rather than   
  quantity

 - Possibly find a more remote location to  
  avoid the use of phones and other risks

 - Access young people through community

 - Place more responsibility on young people
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Sponsors
Platinum

Gold

Silver

Bronze
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