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ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

As the peak body for child and family welfare in NSW,
the Association of Children’s Welfare Agencies (ACWA)
acknowledges Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders as
the First Peoples of this land and honours their
enduring connection to Country, culture, and
community.

We pay respect to the Gadigal people of the Eora
Nation, on whose land our Sydney office stands, and to
all Traditional Custodians of the lands our staff live and
work. We honour their unbroken custodianship. We
respect Elders past and present, and extend that
respect to all First Nations people we engage with.

We recognise the ongoing overrepresentation of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in out-of-
home care, youth justice, and family services, driven
not only by past injustices but by continued systemic
inequality.

We are committed to listening, learning, and
supporting First Nation peoples, placing culture,
connection, and self-determination as quiding
principles of the work we do.

Sovereignty was never ceded. Always was, always will
be Aboriginal land.




AMESSAGE
FROM THE CHAIR

This 2024-2025 Chair's Report reflects a year of both
continuity and transformation for the Association of
Children’s Welfare Agencies (ACWA).

The year began with a significant leadership transition. |
extend my thanks to outgoing Chief Executive Officer
Maree Walk for her dedication and the lasting
contributions she has made to ACWA and the wider
sector.

| am also delighted to welcome Simone Czech as our new
CEO. With extensive experience in child protection, Out-
of-Home-Care and youth justice, Simone is well placed to
lead ACWA with confidence through a period of
significant reform.

Under Simone's leadership, ACWA is strengthening its
engagement with government and members to ensure
our collective voice continues to shape policy, advance
practice, and build a more resilient child protection
system.

This work is particularly critical in light of the December
2024 System Review into Out-of-Home Care, which
initiated reforms designed to enhance supports for
children, young people, and families.

ACWA has played a central role in these discussions,
ensuring that frontline insights from our members
directly inform policy development and implementation.

ACWA's leadership extends well beyond advocacy. By
facilitating knowledge sharing, testing innovative
approaches, and championing best practice, we equip
our members to navigate immediate challenges, adapt to
systemic change, and deliver stronger outcomes.

ACWA's role of supporting the sector became even more
important when, during the year, the Board was required
to confront an unexpected and sobering development: a
45% reduction to ACWA's core government funding,
effective January 2026.

While the scale of this cut is deeply concerning, the
Board's role is to ensure that ACWA emerges from this
transition with integrity and sustainability.

To this end, we are overseeing a comprehensive strateqgy
to manage reserves responsibly, protect ACWA's long-
term viability, and ensure that decisions are made in line
with our Strategic Plan 2025-2027.




The Board recognises that these changes will
reshape the way ACWA delivers services and fulfils
its role as the sector’s peak body. Navigating such a
transition requires strong governance, but it also
calls for recognition of the people who make
ACWA's work possible.

| want to acknowledge the professionalism and
resilience of ACWA staff and thank my fellow
Directors for their stewardship during this
challenging time. Their commitment has enabled
ACWA not only to prepare for the future but also to
continue delivering value for our members today.

Equally important has been our role in highlighting
members’ achievements and ensuring public
recognition of the great work happening across
Non-Government Organisations (NGOs) and the
positive impact of the workforce.

A clear example of this was ACWA's contribution to
the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal
(IPART) draft report on Out-of-Home Care costs and
pricing in NSW.

We ensured members' voices were heard, drew
attention to real-world challenges, and provided
detailed operational data from Intensive
Therapeutic ~ Care  providers. This  work
demonstrates ACWA's commitment to ensuring
reforms are grounded in frontline experience.

Throughout the year, the Board has remained
actively engaged, providing guidance and oversight
to support ACWA's work. The collaboration between
Directors, staff, and members continues to be the
foundation of ACWA's impact.

Looking ahead, the Board and ACWA leadership
remain focused on long-term sustainability,
workforce  development, and strengthening
advocacy, while supporting innovative, evidence-
informed approaches to child and family welfare.

ACWA'’s leadership extends well
beyond advocacy. By facilitating
knowledge sharing, testing
innovative approaches, and
championing best practice, we
equip our members to navigate
immediate challenges, adapt to
systemic change, and deliver
stronger outcomes.

ACWA Chair, Nigel Lindsay

On a personal level, my time on the ACWA Board has
come to an end. | joined the board in 2012 and over
the last 13 years have seen significant changes to
the sector, and how ACWA responds.

It has been a privilege to serve as both Director and
more recently Chair of an organisation whose
passion for its members, and the outcome for
children and families is a driving force.

| step down with some sadness, but also joy,
knowing that ACWA will continue to go from
strength to strength in advocating for the child and
family sector, and the integral role Non-Government
Organisations (NGO's) play.

| thank staff, my fellow Directors - past and current,
and the member agencies for their support over the
years. At times it has not been easy, but that is what
makes the challenge so worthwhile.

NIGEL LINDSAY
CHAIRMAN

acwa.asn.au



FROM THE CEO

| am pleased to present my first report as CEO of ACWA
following my appointment in March 2025.

It is my great privilege to lead ACWA and to follow on
from Maree Walk who retired earlier in the year. Maree’s
leadership, dedication and knowledge will be deeply
missed but she leaves ACWA in good hands and with a
strong foundation on which we continue to grow.

This year has focused on laying strong foundations for
ACWA's future. Central to this work was the launch of our
Strategic Plan 2025-2027, developed collaboratively with
the Board and members.

The plan provides a roadmap for strengthening sector
advocacy, supporting members, and driving reforms that
improve outcomes for children, young people, and
families.

One of the things | have enjoyed most in my time as CEO
has been the engagement with members. This has been
central to my approach. Through direct consultations,
participation in public forums, and representation at key
sector events and ministerial meetings, ACWA has
ensured that service providers' perspectives shape our
advocacy and initiatives.

These conversations are not only shaping our policy
positions but also deepening trust between ACWA and
the organisations we represent.

| thank each and every member for the time they have
taken out of their busy schedules to meet with me and
generously share their thoughts and ideas.

In parallel, ACWA continues to support innovative
programs that support collaboration and capability
across the sector. Programs such as the Family
Preservation Collaborative and regional domestic and
family violence workshops strengthen service networks,
encourage knowledge sharing, and foster approaches
that better support children and families across NSW.

Addressing critical challenges, such as access to safe,
affordable housing for families leaving violence affected
situations, remains a priority. ACWA will continue to
pursue innovative and collaborative solutions that allow
families to stay safely within their communities.




Our Centre for Community Welfare Training (CCWT) has
continued to deliver high-quality, tailored training that
equips frontline staff with practical skills to respond
effectively to vulnerable children and their families.

Initiatives include coercive control training and bespoke
partnerships and programs for members, reflecting
ACWA’'s commitment to workforce excellence and
building sector capability.

The external environment, however, presents significant
challenges. As mentioned in the Chair's report, earlier
this year, we received confirmation from the Department
of Communities and Justice (DCJ) that ACWA's core
funding will be reduced from January 2026.

While our current arrangements remain in place until the
end of this year, the scale of this reduction will reshape
how we operate.

Our immediate focus is on managing this transition
carefully and transparently. We are reviewing operations
to ensure resources are aligned with strateqic priorities,
reducing reliance on consultants, and actively pursuing
new revenue streams.

At the same time, we are developing a change
management plan that will prioritise staff wellbeing,
provide clarity for members, and maintain the stability
required to continue our advocacy and services during
this period of adjustment.

Despite these pressures, the need for ACWA has never
been greater. It is a critical time for the sector, as we
navigate workforce shortages, recruitment and retention
issues, rising demand, inequities affecting Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander families, alongside the broader
reforms arising from the Out-of-Home Care System
Review.

In this environment, ACWA's ability to connect practice to
policy, to highlight member expertise, and to advocate
for systemic improvements will remain at the heart of our
mission.

ACWA continues to support
innovative programs that support
collaboration and capability
across the sector. Programs such
as the Family Preservation
Collaborative and regional
domestic and family violence

workshops strengthen service
networks, encourage knowledge
sharing, and foster approaches
that better support children and
families across NSW.

ACWA CEO, Simone Czech

| want to thank the ACWA Board for their guidance, our
dedicated staff for their hard work, particularly in the face
of change, and our members for their ongoing trust and
collaboration.

Together, we will not only navigate these challenges but
also shape a stronger, more adaptive ACWA, one that
continues to ensure every child and young person grows
up safe, nurtured, and supported to thrive.

8/\7/\/

SIMONE CZECH
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER

acwa.asn.au
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OVERVIEW, VISION & VALUES
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The Association of Children's Welfare Agencies (ACWA) is the peak body in New South Wales
representing non-government community organisations that work to improve outcomes for
children, young people, and families to enable them to thrive.

Who We Are

Established in 1958, ACWA has been a unifying voice for
more than 67 years, bringing together community service
organisations, government and non-government partners,
and other peak bodies to advance the rights, safety, and
wellbeing of children and young people.

Our membership spans large providers, smaller community-
based organisations, and specialist services, all of whom
share a commitment to ensuring children, families, and
communities can thrive.

and communities are
supported by strong,
responsive community Serv
- - ———
organisations. -—

What We Do
ACWA works collaboratively across the child and welfare
sector to influence policy, strengthen practice, and promote

evidence-based reform. We support our members by: 0 U R PU RPOSE

e Advocating for the rights, needs, and interests of : :

of the community service system to work
Providing leadership by gathering knowledge, sharing effectively with children, young people, and
insights, and promoting best practice across the sector. their families, kin, and communities who

need support, ensuring that equality,

Building capability through the Centre for Communit : : D B :
9 capabily 2 . inclusiveness, and respect are at the heart

Welfare Training (CCWT), which delivers flexible, : : T
affordable, and tailored training and professional ofeveryserwceand interaction.
development.

Fostering collaboration to ensure that the voices of
children, families, and frontline practitioners shape the

systems and services that affect them.

acwa.asn.au



OUR MISSION

To lead, support, and connect the child and
family welfare sector in New South Wales
by:

« Championing systemic reform that improves long-term
outcomes for all children and families, guided by equality,
inclusiveness, and respect.

» Driving innovation, learning, and sector resilience.

« Ensuring the voices of children and families remain central
to decision-making in a manner that respects their dignity
and individuality.

« Promoting a unified, child-centred system that is safe,
inclusive, and responsive to the needs of all children, young
people, and families.

OUR VALUES

At ACWA, our values guide everything we do
and underpin our commitment to children,
families, and the community sector:

» Equality: We believe every child, young person, and family
deserves the same opportunities, support, and rights. We
work alongside our members and partners to challenge
inequality and promote fair access to services for all.

* Inclusiveness: We embrace diversity and strive to create an
environment where all voices are heard and valued. We
work collaboratively with our members, partners, children,
and families to ensure everyone can participate
meaningfully in shaping services, policy, and sector
practices.

+ Respect: We treat all individuals with dignity, recognising
the unique strengths, experiences, and contributions of
children, families, and our sector partners. We foster a
culture of empathy, understanding, and professional
integrity in all our relationships.

acwa.asn.au




GOVERNANCE AND
EVIDENCE

Centre the voce of service Lead sector solutions to socip! Strengthen membership

users to shape policy and and systom challonges. diversity and connections to
practice. foster change
Build sector readiness for
Advocate for the rights and redorm. Amplify the sector’s voice for a

neads of children, young more effective, accountable
people. and their networks Celebrate soctor achiovemonts OTVICO SYSom.
and drive sustainability
Support Aboriginal and Tormes Collaborate with governmants
Strait lslander communities’ Educate and enhance sector and NGOs on child protection
self-determination in caring for sialls and collaboration reforms.
their children
Ensure ACWA remains strong. Work with members, peak
sustainable, effective and bodies. and academics to
cohasive achiove our purpose.

STRATEGIC PLAN 2025-2027

In April 2025, ACWA launched its Strategic Plan for 2025-2027, a bold roadmap to strengthen outcomes for
children, young people, families, and communities across New South Wales.

As the peak body, ACWA strives to lead, support, and connect the sector, and seeks to ensure that the
voices of children, families, and frontline practitioners are at the centre of every decision about reform and
change.

Our strategy drives progress through four key priorities:

e Advocating and placing children, young people, families, kin, and communities at the heart of all
systems and services

¢ Strengthening leadership, capability, and innovation across the sector

e Advancing advocacy, collaboration, and cross-sector partnerships

e Ensuring strong governance, transparency, and evidence-informed practice

Through this plan, ACWA aims to deliver sustainable improvements, supporting and strengthening sector
resilience, and shaping a unified, child-centred system that prioritises safety, nurtures connection, and
promotes long-term wellbeing.

As the peak body for child, youth, and family services in NSW, ACWA:

e Champions the rights and wellbeing of children, young people, and families statewide

¢ [nfluences policy and practice reform by working closely with government, members, and partners
* Promotes early intervention and prevention strategies to reduce risk and disadvantage

e Supports workforce development to grow capability, innovation, and quality service delivery

By collaborating and harnessing the collective voice of stakeholders, ACWA supports the sector to deliver
services that are effective, coordinated, and responsive to real needs. Through strong advocacy and
leadership, ACWA works to have a positive impact that protects children, empowers families, and
contributes to building stronger, healthier communities across NSW.

acwa.ash.au
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TESTIMONIAL

ACWA'’s advocacy and leadership have been instrumental
in navigating the complexities of OOHC reform. Their
consistent engagement with DCJ and timely updates

have helped our organisation stay informed and
responsive.

ACWA's work advocating for children and young people
with disabilities — particularly in bridging gaps between
DCJ and NDIS — has been critical in ensuring more
inclusive and coordinated care.

We deeply value our partnership with ACWA and look
forward to continuing to work together to improve
outcomes for children and families.

James Isles, State Director, NSW & Norfolk Island
Key Assets




SECTOR ADVOCACY & SUPPORT 7

OUT OF HOME CARE: STRENGTHENING THE OOHC SYSTEM THROUGH
~ PARTNERSHIP, ADVOCACY AND EXCELLENCE

ACWA believes that every child and young person in out-of-home care deserves stability, safety, and the support to
thrive. We work closely with OOHC providers across NSW to build sector capability, advocate for meaningful
reforms, and champion best practice.

Through collaboration, knowledge sharing, and professional development, we help create a connected system that
responds swiftly to the needs of children and families.

Key advocacy priorities include:
e Strengthening the OOHC system through evidence-driven
strategies, collaboration, and continuous improvement,

creating a more resilient and responsive care network.

* Modernising foster care to be inclusive, flexible, and culturally
safe.

* Supporting relative and kinship carers to maintain family,
culture, and community connections.

* Boosting placement stability through stronger recruitment,
providing targeted training, and offering enhanced support to
carers.

* Amplifying the voices of carers and children in system design
and decision-making, ensuring reforms are informed by lived
experience.

e Committing to principles of Aboriginal self-determination and
promoting community-led solutions for Aboriginal and Torres-
Strait Islander children, young people, kin and communities.

e Ensuring policy and practice is tailored to meet the needs of
Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) children, young
people, families and communities.

* Building a sustainable, skilled and well-supported workforce
with the capability to respond to the needs of children, young
people, kin, families and communities.

Some of our key advocacy initiatives for 2024-2025 are outlined in
the following pages.

0. acwa.ash.au
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Responding to the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal
(IPART) Out-of-Home Care Costs and Pricing Review

In work led by Julianna Demetrius, ACWA continued
to engage closely with IPART in relation to its Out-of-
Home Care Costs and Pricing Review which
commenced in early 2024.

In August 2024, ACWA lodged a submission to IPART
to inform the Tribunal’'s Consultation paper on costs
and pricing in out-of-home care.

Drawing on extensive inputs from providers, our
submission outlined cost pressures facing the O0OHC
sector and featured case studies illustrating the
valuable work of our member agencies in supporting
children and young people with complex needs in
ways that also aim to reduce short-term and longer-
term costs for the state.

Following IPART's publication of an Interim Report in
September 2024, we submitted a further response
and were pleased to be invited to speak at the public
hearings in October, where Maree Walk clearly
articulated a well-considered response on behalf of
the sector.

In February 2025, IPART sought further advice from
ACWA in relation to costs specifically related to the
delivery of Intensive Therapeutic Care (ITC) and we
once again drew on insights and contributions from
providers to provide a robust response containing
detailed operational data.

This was provided separately to IPART and not
shared publicly due the commercial-in-confidence
nature of the information.

In March 2025, IPART released its Draft Report on the
costs and pricing of out-of-home care (OOHC)
services in NSW, triggering work on our final
submission.

Throughout the review process, ACWA maintained
active engagement with the IPART review team,
ensuring the experiences and insights of our member
agencies were strongly represented through detailed
submissions that harnessed insights and feedback
from multiple forums and consultations.

As well as highlighting the practical challenges of
delivering high-quality OOHC services, ACWA strongly
advocated for service quality to be considered
alongside costs and for consistent examination of
both government and non-government service
delivery.

ACWA continues to advocate for a funding and policy
environment that supports high-quality care for
children and young people.

We acknowledge IPART's collaborative approach and
look forward to the release of the final report
(currently with the Premier for consideration).

This is awesome work and
brings together a high volume
of information and responses to
the IPART review. Job well done
- no mean feat. | think it
demonstrates at a deeper level
the need for better funding and
approaches by government to
support a vulnerable cohort in
society beyond the political and
policy rhetoric.

Peter Monaghan, Marist180

acwa.asn.au
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Supporting Out-of-Home Care Reform

Following the release of the System Review in Out-of-Home
Care: Final Report to the NSW Government in October 2024, the
Minister for Families and Communities announced that the
Government would deliver a wholesale reform of the Out-of-
Home reform system, and in February 2025, a roadmap
document was released setting out the Government's vision for a
reimagined OOHC system featuring 8 key reform directions.

ACWA is committed to supporting OOHC reform as a trusted
partner, both elevating the voice of the NGO sector and working
to ensure that system reform delivers a higher quality of service
provision and better outcomes for children, young people, kin,
families and communities.

We advocated for the establishment of a small NGO Reform
Advisory group, which met monthly to contribute ideas on
initiatives and issues related to the reform such as Performance
Analysis research undertaken by Monash University and Family
and Community Services Insights Analysis and Research
(FACSIAR).

Regrettably, the ‘Cabinet in Confidence’ nature of the reform
strategy has meant that there have been challenges in sharing
the information required to make useful commentary, and as
such the group has been unable to realise its intended purpose.

While the sector awaits the release of the 0OHC reform Strategy
(due at the end of 2025), ACWA continues to support and
progress a range of initiatives aimed at improving out-of-home
care practice, as well as advocating strongly for a partnership
approach to be taken in regard to the reform implementation.

ACWA believes that lasting and meaningful reform can only be
achieved through genuine collaboration. The NSW Government
cannot do this work alone, strong partnerships with the non-
government sector will ensure better outcomes for children,
young people, and families.

ACWA looks forward to working in close partnership with the
Government and the Department once the next tranche of
reforms is released, to help bring the shared vision for a
stronger, more responsive OOHC system to life.

aCwa.asn.au

System review into
out-of-home care

ACWA has excelled in advocacy,
organisational capacity, sector
engagement, and strategic
thought leadership. Through strong
advocacy efforts, ACWA has
influenced positive policy changes
within the child and family sector.

ACWA Member

3
3




Supporting the Elimination of
High-Cost Emergency
Arrangements (HCEA)

Following the release of the Advocate for
Children and Young People’s Special Inquiry into
Children and Young People in Alternative Care
Arrangements (ACAs), the Minister Washington
called for the elimination of all ACA placements
by 31st March 2025 and a centralised High-Cost
Emergency Arrangements (HCEA) unit was
established within the department to deliver on
this critical priority.

ACWA has been involved in collaborative work
with DCJ and providers since 2019, when we
engaged Susan Priivald to undertake sustained
efforts in finding sustainable solutions,
brokering practical approaches, and supporting
children to move into safe, stable care, with
considerable success.

Over the last 6 years, ACWA has continued to
support collective efforts to manage ACAs, and
we welcomed Minister Washington's
commitment to ending these arrangements.

More broadly ACWA continues to partner with
DCJ and providers to navigate complex cases,
and broker solutions for more appropriate
placements.

While numbers of children and young people in
HCEAs have reduced significantly in the last
year, ACWA continues to advocate for
increased funding and operational flexibility for
accredited non-government providers, enabling
them to deliver consistent, high-quality care
and reducing reliance on  unsuitable
arrangements.

S T
AC \j)/

Building Intensive Therapeutic
Care (ITC) Capacity

During the 2024-2025 financial year, ACWA
continued to chair and support a range of
initiatives from the ITC working group, both with
DCJ and with sector providers. A number of
sector-driven approaches focussed on:

1.Collective information sharing and
resolution regarding placement options for
children and young people around hub
locations

2.Reducing minimum qualification
requirements in a thin labour market

3.A unit pricing ratio of 2:1for children and
young people needing more intensive
support

4.Referral information and pathways

5.Data and vacancy recording.

At the same time, providers were supported to
understand and comply with the requirements
of the NSW Ombudsman regarding 2 processes
it is undertaking - an Inquiry into the Intensive
Therapeutic Care Homes (ITCH) program and a
review of children and young people away from
residential placement in 2024.

ACWA continued to provide input to, and
advocate for, more transparent and detailed
service specifications regarding DCJ's
procurement of 2 new residential care models
aimed at reducing HCEAs.

acwa.ash.au
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Supporting Carers for Placement Stability

In 2024, ACWA placed carers’ voices at the
centre of practice through conducting a survey
that collected responses from over 860 carers.

Their insights are being captured in a detailed
Carer Survey Report which is due for publication
in late 2025.

Additionally, these insights are being used to
develop the ACWA ‘'Practitioner Toolkit:
Supporting Foster & Relative/Kinship Carers’, a
suite of practical resources for practitioners,
team leaders, and case managers aimed at
improving relational practice for better
placement stability.

Each resource reflects carers’ lived experiences,
and provides practical tips based on what they
have told us about what builds trust, sustains
placements, and provides effective support.

This ensures that practice improvements are
grounded in real-world experiences,
strengthening the support network around
carers and enhancing stability for children.

ACWA has been a strong
advocate for best practices
across the sector, driving
initiatives such as CCWT
training programs and
leadership development, where
Multicultural Child and Family
Program (MCFP) contributes as
a panelist, alongside sector
forums and conferences
focused on cultural care
planning, carer support, and
domestic violence-informed
practice, where MCFP regularly
shares best practices for CALD
children and families.

Ghassan Noujaim, Settlement
Services International



Advocating for a Partnership Approach to Contract Management

The Future of
Foster CareinNSW

September 2024

In early 2025, DCJ flagged that Permanency Support Program
(PSP) contracts would be subject to a raft of variations
designed to improve accountability and transparency in
relation to how funding is spent in the program.

The first of these was a new requirement for NGO providers to
write to all carers detailing the allowances they receive and
how PSP package funding is used to support placements
including the breakdown of corporate overhead costs. Next
came a suite of variations relating to Conflicts of Interest,
Asset Management, Income & Expenditure (I&E) reporting and
return of unspent funds at the end of each financial year.

As these variations were introduced, ACWA took an active role
in consulting with a sample group of providers and feeding back
questions and concerns to DCJ in an effort to ensure as smooth
an implementation process as possible. We tabled a range of
specific feedback on both the Carer Engagement letter and the
proposed contract variations, and also highlighted overarching
concerns including:

o the short implementation timeframe.

» significant administrative burden placed on providers in an
already reporting-heavy program.

e lack of consultation.

inadequate communication about the proposed changes.

Additionally, we advocated strongly against revoking the
commitment made at the start of the PSP contracts to rolling
over unspent funds from year to year within the term of the
contract - a commitment that ACWA and the sector had
achieved by clearly articulating very solid reasons why this was
needed.

We also facilitated a small group of NGO Chief Financial
Officers to test and provide early feedback on the new I&E
template. Advocacy is ongoing in regard to this, as we seek to
ensure that the reporting is accurately representing NGOs'
direct and indirect costs in particular.

More broadly, ACWA and the sector remain committed to
strengthening accountability and transparency in a way that
genuinely benefits children, young people and carers. Our
collective aim is to make sure they receive the supports and
resources they need, but without creating overly burdensome
or administrative requirements that do not add real value or
meaningfully improve accountability.

We are extremely appreciative of the time and effort providers
have spent this year in responding to many requests for
feedback and input to help inform our representations to the
department.

acwa.asn.au



Supporting the Transition of Aboriginal
Children to Aboriginal Community
Controlled Organisations (ACCOs)

ACWA continues to play an active role in
supporting the successful transition of
Aboriginal children and young people in out-of-
home care and their carers to the ACCO sector.

This work is central to the NSW Government's
ongoing commitment, aligns with national
initiatives such as Closing the Gap, and supports
state-based reforms including the Family is
Culture review.

Leading Through Collaboration

The Aboriginal OOHC Transition Project remains
a key focus area for ACWA and its member
agencies. ACWA works closely with AbSec, DCJ,
the Office of the Children’s Guardian, CREATE
Foundation NSW, Carers for Kids (formerly My
Forever Family), and member agencies to:

e Embed culturally informed practices

e Strengthen Aboriginal self-determination

* Ensure children remain connected to family,
community, and culture

Shaping the Way Forward
Looking forward, ACWA will continue to
advocate for policies and practices that
prioritise the elevation of Aboriginal voices and
leadership in decision-making.

By working side by side with ACCOs and sector
partners, we aim to support a sustainable and
effective transition process that delivers better
outcomes for Aboriginal children, young people,
carers, and communities.



CASE STUDY

Dani* and her husband had been caring for
children through their previous agency since ~
July 2018. In 2024, they made the decision to

transition to a regional NSW Aboriginal
Community Controlled Organisation (ACCQO).

“Our initial thoughts on transferring to an
Aboriginal agency were extremely positive, as
we already visited an ACCO for doctor
appointments, so it felt familiar.”

The couple also had an established connection
with the ACCO manager, who had previously
been their caseworker. “She was absolutely
gold!” Dani shared. The bond between the child
in their care, affectionately called little man,’
and the caseworker was immediate, making the
transition decision clear.

The ACCO collaborated closely with their
' 4 previous agency to ensure the transition was
' seamless for everyone involved.

“We have felt heard and embraced throughout
the entire process.”

Advice for other foster carers considering a
similar transition:

e “Jump right in with both feet!”

» Ring around your local Aboriginal OOHC
agencies. )

o Ask all the questions you need. )

» Find the agency that best suits your .
situation. h M

This case study highlights the positive impact
of collaborative, culturally aware care and the o\

h. “ o N
. o “

o : 4 importance of supporting carers through

] thoughtful, inclusive transitions.

- .’
\

. *names have been changed to protect identities

] .
- L]
L . 17.



FAMILY PRESERVATION AND SAFETY: STRENGTHENING FAMILIES TO
KEEP CHILDREN SAFE

In 2024/25 the Family Preservation sector has been preparing for significant change, with the
redesign and recommissioning of all Family Preservation services in NSW.

Family Preservation services play a critical role in promoting the safety and well-being of children
by supporting families to build strong parenting skills, improve family functioning, and address the
complex factors that contribute to risk of harm.

These services help create nurturing, stable environments where children can thrive, reducing the
likelihood of entering out-of-home care and future contact with the child protection system.

KEY STATISTICS

As of June 2025, there were

12,073

children and young people in out-of-
home care in NSW*.

Additionally, Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children are significantly
overrepresented. They are nearly 10
times more likely to be in O0OHC
compared to non-Aboriginal children.
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Redesigning and Recommissioning Family Preservation

The Department of Communities and Justice (DCJ) is currently redesigning and
recommissioning Family Preservation services to enhance accessibility, effectiveness, and

outcomes for children and families.

Throughout this process, ACWA has advocated for:

+ Evidence-informed program design and practice

« Early, targeted support for families most in need to prevent harm and
reduce reliance on out-of-home care

« Accessible, well-resourced services that facilitate behavioural change
and support children’s development

« Consistent implementation of evidence-informed approaches across
programs

+ Collaboration between DCJ, sector peaks, and providers to resolve system
challenges

Strengthening the Family Preservation Workforce

ACWA actively supports the Family Preservation sector through:

+ Policy analysis and advocacy to ensure sector voices are heard in
government reforms

+ Engagement with DCJ and other peaks via the Family Preservation Peaks
Consultation Group

Supporting Your Team Through
Change

+ Direct support for providers through the Family Preservation Collaborative
and one-to-one engagement across NSW

« Facilitating knowledge sharing through Strategy to Action days,
connecting academics and practice experts with the sector

« Providing professional development opportunities via the CCWT,
workshops, and webinars

Through these initiatives, ACWA strengthens sector capability, promotes
evidence-informed practice, and helps ensure that Family Preservation
services can deliver meaningful, lasting outcomes for children and families.
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Family Safety Collaboration: Improving Local Responses to Domestic
and Family Violence (DFV)

Since 2023 ACWA has been leading an innovative place-based project in the central west, focussed on
improving responses to children and families impacted by domestic and family violence.

The Family Safety Collaboration in Dubbo and Wellington was initiated and resourced by ACWA after
extensive consultation with Domestic Violence NSW, AbSec, DCJ, the Ministry of Health and local NGO and
ACCO services and other stakeholders, to demonstrate the benefits of place-based, collaborative planning
to improve whole of system responses to families.

2024- 2025 Key Highlights:

Providing Backbone Support: Engaging two
Regional Coordinators, with funding from DCJ
under the National Partnership Agreement.

Breaking Down Silos: Building a culture of
collaboration across child protection, justice,
NGO, and ACCO services, improving coordination
and accountability.

Strengthening the Workforce: Bringing together
services from across the community and broader
region to undertake training that is targeted to
local sector needs, and creating opportunities to
build relationships across the network.

Place-Based Planning: Continuing to build on
local strengths, with local working groups
developing and implementing action plans to
enhance family safety.

Community Impact: Supporting children and
families to thrive by creating safer, more
connected and responsive local systems.
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Family Safety Collaboration (FSC): Improving Local Responses to
Domestic and Family Violence (DFV)

2024- 2025 Key Insights:

The collaboration process highlighted the value of place-based planning and generated key insights to
strengthen future initiatives:

e Farly Engagement: Extensive one-to-one engagement with Aboriginal governance groups, government
agencies, NGOs, and DFV services ensured broad participation, supported by regular updates to
stakeholders.

e Giving Voice to Lived Experience: Journey Mapping captured the experiences of local women affected by
intimate partner violence, helping partners identify systemic pain points and improve responses.

e Building Readiness for Change: Six months of workshops and working groups enabled communities to
reflect on strengths, needs, and priorities, improving readiness for collaborative action.

e Increasing Knowledge of the Service System: System mapping identified services across each location,
increasing practitioners’ awareness, improving referrals, and maximising investment in local supports.

e Independent Facilitation: ~ACWAs neutral
facilitation reduced competition between
services, allowing leaders to focus on improving
client outcomes collaboratively.

¢ Developing a Shared Vision: Identifying common
needs and agreeing on shared outcomes
strengthened relationships and fostered a
culture of collaboration.

e Local Problem Solving: The process highlighted
critical gaps in emergency responses, housing,
referral systems, and working with fathers who
use violence, enabling targeted solutions. IMPACT

e Development Planning: Sector development The Family Safety Collaboration project

needs analysis informed localised training and . . -
"y . o - is demonstrating that collaborative,
communities of practice, aligning with peaks

and training providers to improve access. place-based approaches improve
outcomes for families and can be

e Partnership  Between Peaks: Sustained adapted for other locations across NSW

collaboration across child and family, DFV, and to deliver int ted, locall j
ACCOs strengthened service coordination and b S B

local outcomes. services.
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Working Together To Improve Families’ Safety

Journey Mapping

Journey Mapping is a process of deep listening
to those who have lived experience of services
and child protection systems, so that their
insights can help improve outcomes for children
and families. The process has been an important
part of the Family Safety Collaboration in Dubbo
and Wellington.

Key insights from journey mapping participants
have include:

¢ |ongstanding and serious risk of harm to
adults and children and young people,
including persistent harm actively caused by
the person using violence after separation.

¢ The courage and resilience of people who
have experienced violence, and their active
use of informal networks to improve their
safety.

e Therange of challenges involved in seeking
help, and the complexity and uncertainty of
systems that are meant to support safety.

e Theimpact of remoteness on accessto help
and protection in a crisis, and support to
recover, and the impact of the housing crisis
on families facing domestic violence.

* The clear benefit of having access to
knowledgeable and skilled services, and the
need for services to work together to ensure
seamless support.

Centring the voice of service users to shape policy

and practice is a vital part of ACWA's recently
released Strategic Plan 2025 -2027.

In line with this commitment, ACWA is now able to
facilitate Journey Mapping workshops with providers
across NSW.

This includes different types and uses of journey
mapping for service and system improvement and
client story telling; trauma informed and safe
engagement with service users; and making sure the
process is purposeful, inclusive, ethical, and results in
genuine change.

By facilitating shared understanding between service
users and providers, ACWA is embedding
collaboration at every level of system design.

During my involvement with the FSC |
have seen the development of key
interagency priorities and subsequent
action plans for the communities of
Dubbo and Wellington that have

reflected a genuinely collaborative
process.

Darren Toomey, Director
Bunmabunmarra Service

Building Sector Strength to Respond to DFV

e Safe and Together Business Case, in
partnership with DVNSW.

¢ The Christie Project (Collaboration to
Harness Safe and Together Insights and
Evidence - Carolyn, DVNSW & University of
Melbourne)
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Safe and Together Business Case - Strengthening Domestic and Family

Violence (DFV) System Leadership

The Safe & Together™ Model is an internationally
recognised, perpetrator-pattern based
framework that gquides how systems and
practitioners respond to domestic and family
violence and its impact on children.

The model promotes a child-centred, strengths-
based, and systems-informed approach, shifting
the focus away from blaming protective
caregivers, most often mothers, and towards
holding perpetrators accountable in their role as
parents.

Background: ACWA's Safe & Together™ Project

ACWA, in partnership with DVNSW, is developing
a business case to support the rollout of the
Safe & Together™ Model across NSW. This
internationally recognised framework addresses
critical workforce challenges in responding to
families impacted by domestic and family
violence,

Through structured workforce training, the
model equips practitioners across child
protection, family services, and legal systems to
move away from victim-blaming, strengthen
partnerships  with  survivors, and hold
perpetrators accountable as parents.

With the Department of Communities and
Justice (DCJ) currently progressing a domestic
and family violence workforce development
strategy for NSW, there is a timely opportunity to
demonstrate how implementing Safe &
Together™ can support the strategy’s broader
objectives.

The business case once finalised will position
ACWA and its partners to advocate for
investment to improve the safety of children and
young people and adult victims.

The CHRISTIE Project (Collaboration to Harness
Research Involving Safe & Together™: Inquiry and
Evidence)

ACWA is also a keen contributor to the CHRISTIE
Project, which is the latest collaborative research
initiative between the Safe & Together™ Institute
and the University of Melbourne, with funding from
the NSW Ministry of Health, and implementation
led by DVNSW.

CHRISTIE aims to extend the evidence base about
effective interagency work for children, young
people and families impacted by domestic violence
so that they experience service systems that work
as collaborative partners to keep children safe and
together with non-offending parents.

The project draws on practitioner expertise shared
through a series of interagency Communities of
Practice (CoPs).

ACWA has been privileged to facilitate the
engagement of child and family organisations in
this important action research, which builds on
previous Australian research projects based on the
Safe & Together™ Model, including PATRICIA,
Invisible Practices, STACY, STACY for Children,
ESTIE and ALFies.
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