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The Youth Coalition of the ACT acknowledges the Ngunnawal 
people as the traditional owners and continuing custodians of the 
lands of the ACT and we pay our respects to the Elders, families and 
ancestors. 

We acknowledge that the effect of forced removal of Indigenous 
children from their families as well as past racist policies and 
actions continues today. 

We acknowledge that the Indigenous people hold distinctive rights 
as the original people of modern day Australia including the right to 
a distinct status and culture, self-determination and land.  The 
Youth Coalition of the ACT celebrates Indigenous cultures and the 
invaluable contribution they make to our community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This document was prepared by Youth Coalition staff members Dr 
Kristal Coe and Dr Justin Barker.  
Designed by Thomas Stevens.  

The Youth Coalition of the ACT is the peak youth affairs body in 
the Australian Capital Territory.  The Youth Coalition's vision is for 
an ACT community that values and provides opportunity, 
participation, justice and equity for all young people. 

The Youth Coalition receives funding for peak activity (policy 
development, sector development, advocacy & representation) 
from the ACT Government - Community Services Directorate. 
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Summary 
 
There is currently no coordinated service response for children and young people experiencing 
family conflict who are at risk of homelessness. This gap in services poses a serious risk to a 
child’s or young person’s safety and results in their disengagement with education, poor mental 
health, involvement with child protection and youth justice and substance abuse. 
 
A service for this cohort that addresses family conflict and provides therapeutic residential 
accommodation would support young people to reunite with their families and reduce the risk 
of homelessness. 

 
S&CY and Ruby’s would provide an integrated service that covers both the outreach and 
residential needs of children and young people at risk of homelessness. These services prevent 
youth homelessness and all the risks associated with youth homelessness. 

Homelessness impacts wellbeing 
All children and young people under the age of 16 facing family conflict should have a safe, 
welcoming place to call home. Young people at risk of homelessness require a different 
response to homelessness services that cater for older young people. An ongoing, coordinated 
service response for this cohort that addresses family conflict and provides therapeutic 
residential accommodation would support young people to reunite with their families and 
reduce the risk of homelessness. 
 
Holistic, well-being focused youth homelessness services that intervene early, before 
homelessness becomes a way of life, will help mitigate these factors through addressing six of 
the 12 ACT Wellbeing Domains, including:  

• Housing and home,  
• Access and connectivity,  
• Education and lifelong learning,  
• Health,  
• Identity and belonging, and  
• Safety and Social connection. 

The ACT Government needs to deliver on its promise to implement an ongoing, 
coordinated service response for young people at risk of homelessness, or engaging 
with child protection or youth justice by: 

o continuing to fund the Safe & Connected Youth (S&CY) program, and 
o funding the Ruby’s Reunification Program  
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How big is the problem? 
Homelessness for children and young people under the age of 16 has been identified as a 
significant problem in the ACT for over twenty years, by both community and government. A 
2020 survey of young Australians aged 15-19 found that one in six had experienced youth 
homelessness. Nearly 75% of these young people had first experienced homelessness between 
the ages of 12 and 16 because they felt they couldn’t go home, and the majority of these young 
people had experienced homelessness on more than one occasion.1  
 
Within Canberra, this could indicate that there are over 3000 children aged 12-16 at risk of 
homelessness, with more experiencing family conflict and unsure where to go or how to access 
support.  
 
There are currently no residential services for these children and young people, which often 
leads to them staying in harmful or unsafe circumstances and has a high risk of compounding 
factors such as disengagement with education, engagement with youth justice, substance 
abuse and poor mental health. 
 
Additionally, young people who experience homelessness are more likely: 
- to become homeless adults 
- to develop substance use issues 
- to become irreversibly entrenched in the homelessness system2 

 
Services that intervene early to address the risk of homelessness not only prevent youth 
homelessness, but they also prevent adult homelessness, substance use, poor mental health, 
disengagement from education, involvement with child protection and the criminal justice 
system. 

What have we done so far? 
The need for an ongoing, coordinated service response for this cohort was most recently 
recognised in the ACT Parliamentary and Governing Agreement.   
 
We congratulate the ACT Government for taking the first necessary steps towards addressing 
this issue, through collaborative and evidence-based approaches. In 2019 the Government 
provided funding for the Safe and Connected Youth Program, which provides early intervention 
support to young people under the age of 16 and their families. A recent evaluation of this 
program celebrates its successful implementation and highlights a range of positive outcomes 
for young people and their families involved in the program. 
 

 
1 Hall, S., Fildes, J., Liyanarachchi, D., Hicking, V., Plummer, J. & E. Tiller. (2020). Staying home: A Youth Survey report 
on young people’s experience of homelessness. Mission Australia: Sydney, NSW. 
2 Chamberlain C, Johnson G. Pathways into adult homelessness. Journal of Sociology. 2013;49(1):60-77. 
doi:10.1177/1440783311422458 
 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1440783311422458
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Importantly, the evaluation reinforced the need for a residential facility that supports young 
people to reunite with their families. The Ruby’s Reunification Program is an in-house, evidence-
based, therapeutic family counselling program that provides a safe place for young people to 
stay. This in-house program with the outreach support of S&CY provides an integrated, 
coordinated response to youth homelessness. How these two services integrate is 
demonstrated in the diagram below.  

What more do we need to do? 
The ACT Government has already co-designed a residential site with Ruby’s staff and young 
people experiencing homelessness. The refurbishment of this site is currently under 
development. The next step is to procure a trusted service with a reputation for successfully 
working with young people and their families to decrease family conflict and youth 
homelessness. 
 
The Youth Coalition and signatories to this Action Plan urge the Government to implement the 
Ruby’s Reunification Program in this residential site to ensure the best outcome for young 
people at risk of homelessness. 
 
The evaluation of the S&CY program confirms the program’s effectiveness in improving the lives 
of young people and their families in many ways, including youth homelessness. The greatest 
risk to the continuation of the program is the absence of ongoing funding. The evaluation also 
outlines the limitations of the program, reinforcing the need for a Ruby’s service. 
 
Therefore, the following actions are fundamental to delivering appropriate support for children, 
young people and their families in the ACT: 
 

1. Implementation of the Ruby’s Reunification Program within the residential site: A well-
established, evidence-driven therapeutic Australian program that supports young 
people to reunite with families and be diverted away from homelessness. 
 
 

2. Ongoing funding for the Safe and Connected Youth Program: Providing therapeutic 
outreach support to young people under the age of 16 and their families, to improve 
family functioning and prevent youth homelessness.  

Why advocate for S&CY and Ruby’s? 
In 2018 the Youth Coalition, Families ACT, ACTCOSS and ACT Shelter developed an Action Plan 
to Prevent Child Homelessness, which proposed a service model responding to the gap in 
appropriate services and supports, including accommodation, for children aged 8-15 who are 
experiencing or at risk of significant harm and/or homelessness.  
 
Critically, while addressing the shortfall in accommodation services for children under the age 
of 16, the proposed model responded to family conflict and breakdown which is the primary risk 
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factor leading to child and youth homelessness.3 Interventions that aim to improve family 
functioning continue to have the most promising evidence base for preventing youth 
homelessness. Young people who become homeless have better outcomes if they maintain 
contact with their families, where safe and appropriate. 

Safe & Connected Youth (S&CY) program 
The aim of the S&CY program is to provide children and young people aged between 8-15 years 
and their families with targeted support to improve family functioning and reduce the risk of 
harms from homelessness. The program works with children at risk of or experiencing episodic 
homelessness (in and out of family home) using a child centred, family focused approach. The 
program provides a flexible and person-centred approach to address the spectrum of 
experiences of homelessness as children/young people. It works with children and their families 
to improve parent-child relationships and family functioning to reduce risk of homelessness.  
 
A recent evaluation of the S&CY program found that it had made a positive difference to clients, 
and they are better off as a result of the program through reducing the risk of homelessness and 
having positive impacts on Housing and home, Access and connectivity, Education and lifelong 
learning, Health, Identity and belonging, and Safety and Social connection as per the Wellbeing 
Domains. The program also improved access to supports and services and increased family 
communication. 
 
The S&CY program has had the greatest impact on young people and families through the ability 
to work with, and advocate for, the whole family and provide them with the tools and strategies 
to improve communication and decrease conflict. The program obtained, navigated and 
managed a broad range of services to meet the clients’ needs while providing an intensive, 
therapeutic outreach service that worked with young people and families in their own homes. 

Ruby’s Reunification Program 
Ruby’s operates under the premise that a young person can go home, until there is evidence that 
they can’t. For over twenty years, Ruby’s Reunification Program has provided therapeutic family 
counselling and a safe place for young people to stay in South Australia. The Ruby’s program is 
run by Uniting Communities and operates across four houses in the state. 
 
Ruby’s recognises that young people at risk of homelessness require a different response to 
homelessness services that cater for older young people. Ruby’s provides temporary 
accommodation to young people aged 12-17, while supporting them to rebuild their relationships 
with their family through mediation and counselling.  
 
Young people spend some nights at Ruby’s, and some nights at home. This allows young people 
and family members to ‘have a break’, while they are supported to change their relationship 

 
3 See Roche & Barker 2017 for a comprehensive review of the literature on family conflict and homelessness: Youth 
homelessness and its relationship with family conflict: Models for policy and practice. Melbourne: Institute of Child 
Protection Studies, Australian Catholic University, and Melbourne City Mission.  
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through creating positive opportunities for them to spend time together, with support from 
youth workers and counsellors. Ruby’s provides a home-like environment, with parents and 
caregivers actively engaged in the day-to-day care of the young person, such as through regular 
communication and the development of agreed ‘rules’ and expectations. Ruby’s can also provide 
emergency accommodation for young people and will assess whether reunification with family 
is possible.  
 
The Ruby’s model prevents homelessness in the short- and long-term. In 2018-19, over 80% of 
young people who stayed at Ruby’s returned home. An analysis of the long-term outcomes of 
young people who engaged with Ruby’s over a four-year period indicated 89.8% of this cohort did 
not then present as a client of a homelessness service in South Australia.  
 

Integration between S&CY and Ruby’s 
S&CY and Ruby’s work together to provide a targeted outreach service and accommodation 
service that extends the reach of both services to ensure an ongoing and coordinated approach. 
 
The diagram below illustrates the integration between S&CY and Ruby’s Reunification Program.  
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Young people who are 
still living at home but 
they, and their families, 
need support to 
decrease family conflict 
to prevent homelessness 

Intervene early by  
providing young people a 
safe place to stay while 
working with them and 
their families in order to 
return home 

Young people and families 
where it is not yet 
determined whether it is 
safe for the young person 
to return home 

Young people seeking 
crisis accommodation 
and support 

Coordinated Service Response 
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Conclusion  
The ACT Government has promised an ongoing, coordinated service response for children 
under the age of 16 at risk of homelessness, or engaging with child protection or youth justice. 
This shared vision proposes two services that are proven to reduce family conflict and the risk 
of homelessness through outreach support and in-house therapeutic family counselling and 
residential accommodation. 
 
Currently, young people experiencing family conflict who are at risk of homelessness, often 
stay in harmful or unsafe circumstances, disengage with education and have poor mental 
health. 
 
S&CY and Ruby’s would provide an integrated service that covers both the outreach and 
residential needs of children and young people at risk of homelessness. 
 
These actions are urgently needed in the ACT, with reports of increased family conflict, domestic 
and family violence due to the impact of COVID-19. As the ACT moves towards legislating to raise 
the minimum age of criminal responsibility, this coordinated service response provides a 
therapeutic and supportive pathway for children, young people and their families.  
 

 
For more information please contact: 
 
Dr Justin Barker 
Executive Director 
Youth Coalition of the ACT 
justin@youthcoalition.net 
 
 

About the Youth Coalition of the ACT 
The Youth Coalition of the ACT (the Youth Coalition) is the peak body representing young 
people aged 12-25 in the ACT, and those who work with them. We undertake policy 
analysis, sector development, advocacy, research and projects that respond to current 
and ongoing issues. 
 

mailto:justin@youthcoalition.net
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