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We acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of the Northern Beaches 
and their Country. By these words we show our respect to all Aboriginal 
people. We acknowledge Elders past, present and emerging and the 
spirits and ancestors of the Clans that lived in this area.
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Now in its fifth year, Have Your 
Say Day is a an annual youth-led 
initiative that provides a platform for 
young people across the Northern 
Beaches to share their views on the 
issues that matter most to them.

A key part of the initiative is a survey of 
local young people aged 12 to 24, which 
captures their perspectives and priorities. 
The findings are then presented by student 
leaders at a presentation night to local, 
state, and federal elected representatives 
and open to the whole community, 
including local schools and youth services. 

Have Your Say Day is coordinated 
by students from high schools across 
the Northern Beaches, known as the 
Beaches Leadership Team. Alongside 
support from Northern Beaches Council 
and its Youth Advisory Group (YAG). 

The following report provides a summary 
of 2026 survey findings, together with 
transcripts from the 8 presentations 
shared on the presentation night at Stella 
Maris College Manly in May 2026. 

The report is available on Council’s website.

Introduction

Beaches Leadership Team 2026
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To identify and raise the collective voices 
of young people, a survey was distributed 
to young people aged 12 to 24 across 
the Northern Beaches. The survey 
identified their key concerns, priorities, and 
experiences, helping to inform the topics 
presented by students at the event.

The questions encouraged respondents 
to identify the top 3 issues that impact 
them as a young person on the Northern 
Beaches and to comment on why 
these are the most important issues. 

The survey was open for 8 weeks between 
February and April, with participation 
of 2368 young people who live, work 
or study on the Northern Beaches. This 
represented a 12% increase from 2025. 

The increase reflects the hard work 
of the young people involved and the 
continued growth of this program in 
raising the voices of young people. 

In the weeks following this year’s event, 
state and federal MPs have used and 
referenced insights shared from the 
survey and student presentations 
in various parliamentary settings 
to influence decision making.

Student leaders present to Have Your Say Day attendees
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40% 
15 - 17 years old

57% 
12 - 14 years old

2% 
18 - 21 years old

1% 
22 - 24 years old

How old are you?

Demographics
Based on 2368 responses from young 
people across the Northern Beaches
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1% 
use a different term

1% 
Non-binary

43% 
male

52% 
female

3% 
Prefer not to say

What gender do you identify with?
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2229 
attend a local high school

8 
in full-time employment 

532 
looking for work

518
in casual employment 

416 
in a volunteering program

22 
attend a high school out of area

39 
attend a university or TAFE

249 
in part-time employment 

15
in a traineeship or apprenticeship

232 
in an employment or life skills program

Education and employment 

Education 

Employment

Other
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836 responses listed transport as a key concern

Top issues by age

Transport

“There have been multiple times when bus drivers have driven past school kids for no 
reason while they are waiting at the bus stop.”

“When the buses come late, it is harder to 
get to school.”
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Young people aged 12 - 17 (2276  responses)

“I’m late to school due to transport and 
come home late because the transport is 

not reliable.”
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751 responses listed mental health as a key concern

Mental Health

“My mind is more than thoughts, it’s a constant argument between the person you show 
yourself as to the public and the person you hide in your own ‘shell’.”

“The earth is rising in temperature every year, if this continues the earth WILL  
overheat and become hard to live in. Pollution and global warming is going to affect my 

life in the future.”

“I have friends and family that are  
affected by it and I am not sure if they are 

getting the help that they need.”

“Looking after our planet is not 
something to be taken lightly.”

“…they make me not want to go to 
school.”

“I get worried about the marine life and 
animals in the area.”

Environment

619 responses listed the environment as a key concern
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Young people aged 18 - 24 (89 responses)

Note: this section contains fewer than 100 responses. Interpret data with caution.

30 responses listed the economy as a key concern

Economy

“Young people can barely find a proper job, let alone move out and start  
anything on our own.”

“I could never afford to live here if I didn’t 
live with my parents.”

“Makes me feel like we live in a society 
where we have no agency.”
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27 responses listed mental health as a key concern

Mental Health

“Many of my friends have mental health 
issues and I struggle to support them…

many of them say the help they’ve  
received has been inadequate and so are 

reluctant to return.”

“I also am worried for the future that 
holds so many environmental issues that 
our generation are forced to solve due to 

the actions of previous generations.”

“(My mental health) limits my self-worth 
and causes more anxiety and stress on 

top of everyday life struggles.”

“I don’t strongly believe in a future that 
isn’t decimated by climate disaster and 

biodiversity loss.”

Environment

20 responses listed the environment as a key concern
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530 responses listed mental health as a key concern

Top issues by gender 

Mental Health

“Although mental health is becoming a more recognised topic, many people shy  
away or needlessly judge those whose mental health is unstable or deteriorating.”

“I sometimes feel like I need to talk to 
someone, but it’s considered weird to talk 

to a counsellor.”
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Young people who identified as female (1230 responses)

“Mental health issues affect lots of people 
and has caused me to lose one of my 

close friends to suicide.”
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445 responses listed transport as a key concern

Transport

“Transport is atrociously overcrowded and slow. We are in need of a Metro or similar 
service that can get Northern Beaches residents into the city quickly and safely.”

“The public transport to and from 
school is not reliable, causing me to be 

continuously late even when I get on the 
bus at the correct time.”

“The environment as it will be the world 
I live in and my children will live in, so 
we need to protect it and keep it well 

maintained and healthy.”

“Not enough frequent buses, if I miss one 
I have to wait an hour for the next one.”

“Environmental issues effect everyone 
globally there’s too much litter and 

carbon emissions.”

Environment

362 responses listed the environment as a key concern
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387 young people who identified as male listed transport as a key concern
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Transport

“The buses are slow and crowded, always so packed that you can barely move… 
I think they sometimes exceed the weight limit which is a safety issue.”

“I could be waiting at the bus stop for up 
to 45 minutes at a time.”

Transport

Environment

Addiction

Economy

Education

Mental Health

Place Issues

Governance

Social Issues

Social Media

Young people who identified as male (1017 responses) 

“Lack of public transport means that it’s 
harder to catch up with mates.”
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263 young people who identified as male listed the environment as a key concern

Environment

“The government isn’t doing enough for the environment and need to  
implement renewable energy.”

“I care about the environment and want 
people to have a life after me.”

“I lose my money because I  
gamble too much.”

“(Addiction) takes up most of my time 
and makes my emotions different.”

“It gets very hot because of global 
warming and climate change.”

“I am a little (just a little) addicted to 
video games and I am constantly bored 

when not playing.”

“I feel like I’m always on technology  
and that it’s a bad thing.”

Addiction

238 young people who identified as male listed addiction as a key concern
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Student leaders with Dr Sophie Scamps MP, 
Federal Member for Mackellar

Note: this section contains fewer than 100 responses. Interpret data with caution.
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Young people who identified as outside the gender binary (60 responses)
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32 responses listed mental health as a key concern

Mental Health

“Homophobia and transphobia affect 
me because I’m trans and lesbian and it 

affects my mental health badly.”

“Even in my great school, there’s still 
some kids with casual homophobia and I 

don’t know how to stand up to them.”

“If we encourage youth to speak up more 
about their issues with mental health, 

it can bring light to those who feel shut 
out.”

”Racism is big in Sydney and it has 
affected me for a large portion of my life. 
It was so normalised when I was younger 

and I want it to be different for other 
younger kids.”

Social Issues

24 responses listed social issues as a key concern



Have Your Say Day - 2026 Report 

20 Top issues by priority population 

133 responses listed mental health as a key concern
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Mental Health

“My mental health issues stop me from enjoying life and getting involved in experiences. 
My mental health also affects my schoolwork and relationships with others.”

“Mental health issues have influenced 
myself and almost everyone in my family 
from issues such as anxiety, depression, 

eating disorders and overall sadness and 
loneliness.”

Mental Health

Social Issues

Addiction

Economy

Education

Place Issues

Environment

Transport

Social Media

Governance

Young people who identified as living with mental illness (174 responses)

“(Mental health challenges) significantly 
impact my ability to be productive and 
get out and live as there are significant 

barriers in completing even simple tasks.”
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72 responses listed social issues as a key concern

Social Issues

“Despite leaving my previous school 
where I experienced extreme bullying, 

it still impacts my mental health, having 
fear in public when I see a bully or 

similar.”

“People in my family struggle with alcohol 
addiction, binge drinking and the overall 

overconsumption of alcohol…This impacts 
the mental health of everyone in the 

home and results in poor and unhealthy 
relationships being developed.”

“Bullying affects my mental health 
significantly as I already struggle with my 

self-worth and mental health.”

“(We need) better medical and 
community support for drug/alcohol 
addicts that don’t include religion.”

Addiction

57 responses listed addiction as a key concern
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Community members at presentation night, including Northern Beaches 
Council Mayor, Councillors, State and Federal MPs
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Young people who identified as belonging to the LGBTQ+ community (202 responses)
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122 responses listed mental health as a key concern

Mental Health

“I think if more people had access to quality one-on-one time with a licensed mental health 
professional that would be great.”

“I’m lucky enough to not have a ton of transphobia directed towards me but there are 
some people who I have specifically avoided…not certain if they are like that but I don’t 

want to risk it.”

“There is an inaccessibility to any 
healthcare providers who can assist me. 

Every time I need to go to the doctor I 
have to drive over an hour to leave the 
Northern Beaches as there is only one 

person trained in transgender healthcare 
and she is not taking any more patients.”

“The general homophobia and racism I 
witness on a daily basis is troubling as it 
doesn’t leave me with much hope for my 

future.”

“Mental health issues affect me severely 
because while accommodations are 

made once health issues are expressed 
at my school, speaking up about them 

is incredibly hard to begin with, not only 
because it’s personal, but also because 

vocalising something so abstract takes a 
lot of self-awareness.”

“I constantly get bullied for being a part 
of the LGBTQIA+ community and it 

affects how I present myself and I often 
feel scared of judgment.”

Social Issues

94 responses listed social issues as a key concern
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102 responses listed mental health as a key concern
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Mental Health

“The cost of medication, therapy and diagnoses are extremely high, resulting in many 
people being undiagnosed and thus being unable to access the help they may need.”

“Sometimes, because of the workload, 
I get really burnt out after school and I 

don’t have the energy to do anything, so I 
just sit there.”

Young people who identified as being culturally or linguistically diverse (264 responses)

“Burn out and depression led to a 
series of incredibly bad grades and 

unaddressed ADHD made it difficult to 
study and focus”

Mental Health
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93 responses listed transport as a key concern

Transport

“The public transport is either not on time 
or just doesn’t come a lot of the time and 

that makes me late for a lot of things.”

“Social issues such as racism affect how 
people perceive me my boxing me into a 
stereotype, as such making me perceive 

myself as simply those preconceived 
notions.

“I am getting beeped at and yelled at 
by people in their cars even though I am 
as left and as close to the sidewalk as 

possible, just for wanting to get to school 
on a bike.”

“(bullying) affects me mentally and 
socially and sometimes make me feel 
more scared to open up to people.”

Social Issues

76 responses listed social issues as a key concern
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Student leaders participating in the Q&A session
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Young people who identified as living with disability (90 responses)

Mental Health

Transport

Social Issues

Economy

Environment

Education

Place Issues

Addiction

Social Media

Governance

Note: this section contains fewer than 100 responses. Interpret data with caution.
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48 responses listed mental health as a key concern

Mental Health

“My mental health is not the best and 
when trying to seek help I get anxious 

because of my trust issues.”

“Homophobia and antisocial behavior 
means I feel unsafe in public which 

impacts my mental health and ability to 
socialize with others.”

“…provide ADHD and autism 
assessments at schools that don’t cost a 

fortune.”

“I feel unsafe around public spaces due to 
the fact that I am a woman and queer.”

Social Issues

35 responses listed social issues a key concern
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Education

“My favourite teachers 
left for better paying 

jobs.”

“Public schools are very 
under-funded and we 

don’t have good enough 
resources.”

“We rotated through 5 different teachers for one subject 
through year 11.”

“Very good teachers 
come and go like 

waves. It’s hard to stay 
consistent when all 

that’s left are new and 
inexperienced teachers.”

“Sometimes, because of 
the workload, I get really 

burnt out after school 
and I don’t have the 

energy to do anything so 
I just sit there.”

Place and recreation

“Without affordable, safe spaces to 
regularly go, teens can feel isolated, 

bored or unwelcome in public spaces, 
which I know I’ve definitely felt. This 
can push some to unsafe activities, 

like vaping, drinking or just wandering 
without supervision, because there 

are few alternatives for socialising or 
having fun.”

“It’s harder to find friends to relate to without having safe teen spaces.”

“I feel as if teens only hang out in the 
mall or at parks, but we don’t have many 
spaces or events to attend that gets us 

out and about.”

“There’s nowhere to go or do anything 
around here and if there is it’s always 

super expensive, which leads to us just 
staying home and being isolated.”

What young people are saying

Other identified issues
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Social Media and Technology

Governance

“I feel like I am constantly 
on a screen and 

spending money. I’m not 
making the most of the 
world that is natural.”

“AI in school assignments 
increase my anxiety as 
things that aren’t AI still 
come up as it and I lose 

marks.”

“I want to use AI but I am 
not allowed to and I think 
that everything could be 
so much better if people 
learnt how powerful AI 
is and not just see it as 
being lazy or dumb.”

“Choices being made in 
parliament are actively 

making us a more hateful 
and less accepting 

country.”

“The presence of online 
bullying is definitely a 

factor that I think about 
when posting online.”

“Having social media can 
be addictive and you can 
get sucked into scrolling 
for hours and comparing 
yourself to other people 

online.”

“Include children’s views 
in more government 

decisions.”

“I’m worried about 
generative AI.”

“Have more 
representation in 

government including an 
Indigenous voice.”
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Environment

“Pollution in our oceans creates a 
dangerous cycle that eventually reaches 
our dinner plates and impacts our daily 
lives. When fish and shellfish soak up 

chemicals like mercury or eat tiny bits of 
plastic, those toxins stay in their bodies 
and move into ours when we eat them, 

which can cause serious health problems 
for our brains and growth.”

“Climate change is getting worse every 
year, rising temperature, rising sea 

levels and it will not stop unless we do 
something about it. If this continues 
then earth will eventually become 

uninhabitable.”

“Everywhere I go there is plastic on the 
ground, plastic in the sea and animals 

eating plastic and no one does anything 
about it.”

Economy

“Cost of living pressures constantly 
affect me through the cost of going 
out (food and drink), fuel prices, car 
costs and transport, which makes it 
harder to save money or move out 

independently.”

“It’s hard to afford, rent, food, fuel and 
these effect my family and me.”

‘I always feel some kind of guilt when 
asking my parent for money because cost 

of living is going up.”
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Student leaders presenting at Have Your Say Day
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Based on 2368 responses from young people across the Northern Beaches
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Where do young people get their information online?  
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Based on 2368 responses from young people across the Northern Beaches
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Presentation
transcripts
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At 11:30pm, a 13-year-old girl on the 
Northern Beaches was left without 
a way to get home. Phone out of 
battery, she had no way of tapping 
on and the bus driver refused her 
from the last service of the night. She 
walked home alone for over an hour.

This isn’t just a story about one missed 
bus. It reflects a broader issue. Transport 
is an essential part of everyday life 
and the unreliable and limited options 
available restrict students, young people, 
and the general public from fulfilling 
their basic commitments. As seen in 
the survey, 856 respondents identified 
transport as a critical issue impacting 
their work/school life, making it the most 
prominent concern in the survey.

Many respondents described buses 
that are delayed, cancelled or too full to 
board. As a result, journeys that should be 
straightforward can become unpredictable 
and time-consuming. This has a ripple 
effect. Students are arriving late or 
needing to leave home much earlier than 
necessary, reducing sleep and limiting time 
for study, work and other commitments.

One 13-year-old respondent said, “the 
transport to school is not safe. The bus 
stop has broken glass everywhere, when 
the bus arrives, everyone pushes and 
people fall onto the bus. After school, not 
enough buses are sent and nobody taps 
on. People end up standing and sitting in 
baggage areas and in “no standing zones”. 

Another 23-year-old respondent stated 
that limited public transport on the 
Northern Beaches, “significantly affected 
[her] quality of life”. She wrote: “my daily 
commute requires a minimum of one 

and a half hours each way and this is 
often longer due to traffic congestion, 
bus delays, or cancellations... leaving 
very little time for family life, health or 
other important aspects of living”.

This issue is not exclusive to young 
people, but directly impacts all who live, 
learn and earn across the Beaches.

As youth ourselves, we recognize that a 
significant factor contributing to this issue 
is our own failure to tap on, giving Keolis 
Downer false data that misrepresents 
the true number of transport users. 
School Opal cards, while cost-effective 
for young people, provide little incentive 
to tap on. At the same time, the current 
approach to enforcement - largely relying 
on authority of bus drivers - proves 
ineffective and ultimately discourages 
meaningful engagement with the system.

The Opal Next Generation initiative 
presents an opportunity to rebuild the 
current issues facing youth on the beaches. 
The proposed model, while improving 
accessibility, remains limited to traditional 
school hours, forcing students who rely 
on public transport for sport, tutoring and 
other activities to pay full fares despite 
equal usage. Simply integrating student 
IDs within the Opal APP and rewarding 
engagement rather than punishing non-
compliance could significantly increase 
youth interaction with tapping on and 
therefore work to resolve greater issues 
regarding public transport on the Beaches.

A key part of addressing these challenges 
is expanding both the number of 
routes and the frequency of services 
across the Beaches. Currently, limited 
route coverage forces students and 

Transportation
Ava, Georgia, Lily and Maya - Stella Maris College



Have Your Say Day - 2026 Report 

37Transportation
Ava, Georgia, Lily and Maya - Stella Maris College

workers to rely on time-consuming 
journeys or multiple transfers just 
to reach common destinations. 

This has a domino effect, reducing 
time available for family, study, and 
recreation. Increasing route diversity 
and frequency, particularly stronger 
connections between suburbs, schools, 
and major transport hubs, would 
significantly improve accessibility and 
efficiency for those who depend on it.

For instance, the 199 and 190x are 
currently the only routes servicing 
areas north of the Mona Vale Bline into 
Newport, Avalon and Palm Beach. The 
199, while frequent, is significantly 
slowed by stopping at every stop, 
resulting in long and inefficient journeys. 

In contrast, the 190x operates only 
during peak hours and is often already 
at capacity, filled with city-bound 
commuters before reaching many local 
stops. Expanding both route options 
and service frequency in this region 
would ease congestion, reduce travel 
times and improve overall accessibility. 

With the growing demand for expanded 
routes and tighter schedules across the 
Northern Beaches, it is clear we are 
facing a critical shortage of bus drivers. 
With the current advertising efforts, bus 
companies aren’t reaching key target 
pools of potential drivers. Thousands of 
retired and semi-retired drivers still hold 
their licences and would welcome flexible, 
part-time shifts close to home. Migrants 
and new Australians often arrive with 
heavy vehicle licences that simply need 
a bridging course to convert, yet no clear 
pathway exists to bring them into the 

system. And what about the army of 
rideshare and delivery drivers working 
long hours with zero job security, no super 
and no sick leave? A stable bus driving role 
could be exactly what they’re looking for. 

For those newer to the road, there’s the 
potential for implementing methods 
through TAFE offering subsidised licence 
pathways for young people or career 
changers as the $500 cost for training 
alone can be off-putting. Additionally, 
a shadowing program removes the 
pressure of immediate commitment, letting 
individuals experience the role before 
signing up. Which in turn reduces drop-
off rates once formal training begins. 

One of the respondents put it simply, “they 
make it difficult to get to and from work 
or to other places.” And that’s the whole 
problem. It shouldn’t be this hard. But for 
young people on the Northern Beaches, 
basic travel has become something you 
have to plan around, stress about and 
sometimes give up on entirely. And when 
a 13-year-old is walking home alone late 
at night because the system failed her, 
it’s clear something needs to change.

The Opal overhaul is a real opportunity to 
resolve some of this with small, practical 
changes like student IDs in the app, 
rewarding people for tapping on, more 
routes, more drivers, more frequency. 
Things that actually reflect how young 
people live and travel. We just want to 
get where we’re going. Safely, reliably, 
and without it taking over our entire day. 
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Good evening everyone, my name 
is Grace and my name is Cooper, 
and we go to Davidson High school. 
Our topic this evening is youth 
addiction to drugs and alcohol. 

You might think addiction is something 
distant, something that happens to other 
people, in other places, later in life. But 
the reality is, addiction is affecting young 
people on the Northern Beaches more 
often than we realise. Throughout this 
presentation we will explore the nature and 
impact of addiction and what individuals, 
schools and communities can do to better 
support those affected and prevent 
these issues from continuing to grow. 

Our survey revealed a clear pattern 
around youth addiction. Students pointed 
consistently to vaping, other drugs and 
alcohol. On vaping one student wrote: 
“Vapes are the worst in terms of addiction”. 
While another said, “it doesn’t affect me 
yet but I see it around me every day.”

Based on the Australian secondary 
students’ alcohol and drug survey it was 
concluded that nearly one in every three 
high school students have tried a vape 
while around one-in-seven have vaped in 
the past month. Among Australians aged 
14 to 17 vaping more than tripled between 
2018 to 2022. For illicit drugs around one-
in-eight students have used cannabis, 
often the first drug young people try.

The responses represent addiction that 
begins socially, in friendship groups and 
family homes. So much so that many 
students no longer see it as a risk, just 
something people do. But as young 
people start to feel frustrated with this 
inability to stop, it stops being something 
casual. It becomes a dependency.

The same pattern appears with 
alcohol. Students described the same 
underlying pressures, stress, peer 
influences, anxiety and the desire to 
escape. One wrote, “some of my family 
members as well as school friends suffer 
from drug and alcohol addictions”. 

NSW Health data confirms this isn’t 
rare. Each week, around five Australians 
aged 15 to 24 die and another 200 end 
up in hospital due to alcohol related 
causes. Here’s what the data alone 
misses, addiction rarely begins with 
obvious and clear signs. It develops 
gradually through repeated behaviours, 
becoming harder and harder to control. 

Our survey shows that youth addiction 
to vaping, drugs and alcohol isn’t one 
sudden shift. It is a gradual process, 
hidden in plain sight, quietly shaping 
the lives of young people influencing 
how we cope, think and live.

When asked what could be done 
to improve this issue, survey 
respondents suggested;

“…government funded programs”,

“…education and awareness”,

“…spaces and services for 
those that need help”.

Youth addiction is often spoken about as 
if there are no solutions available, but the 
reality is that we already have support 
systems in place. For example, services 
like the NSW Young People in Alcoholics 
Anonymous, Alateen groups, The 
Sydney Drug Education and Counselling 
Centre, Alcohol and Drug Information 
Service, Lifeline and Headspace.

Addiction
Cooper and Grace - Davidson High School
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The issue is not a lack of services, 
it is a lack of awareness, education 
and open conversation surrounding 
them. Too many young people suffer 
in silence simply because they don’t 
know where to turn or because they 
fear being judged for asking for help. 

That’s why our focus should shift 
toward promoting these existing 
resources and normalising discussions 
about addiction and mental health.

Schools should make addiction and 
mental health education a larger part 
of PDHPE classes, teaching students 
about the risks of substance abuse. But, 
also educating them on what addiction 
looks like, how to recognise the warning 
signs in others and themselves as well 
as what support services are available. 

Schools can further help, through 
partnerships with the Elevate Group 
Program, a confidential three-week 
program organised through the Sydney 
Drug Education and Counselling 
Centre. It supports young people who 
may be at risk of, or experiencing, 
substance use issues through engaging, 
workshops facilitated within schools.

Within communities, local councils and 
youth centres should hold information 
nights and workshops where families 
and young people learn about available 
support networks and how to use them.

Social media platforms can increase 
awareness by running campaigns 
that share short videos explaining 
where young people can go for help, 
what services are free and how to 
reach them. Making support feel more 
accessible and less intimidating.

Creating these open discussions 
reduces the stigma surrounding 
addiction and encourages young people 
to seek support early. By increasing 
awareness campaigns in schools, on 
social media and within communities, 
we can ensure young people know that 
support is available and accessible.

Youth addiction is not an issue we can 
ignore or assume will affect someone 
else. It is already impacting young 
people in our schools, communities 
and friendship groups, often in ways 
that are difficult to recognise.

But while the problem is serious, there 
are also real solutions. Education, open 
conversations, stronger support systems 
and greater awareness of available 
services can make a genuine difference. 

When young people feel supported 
rather than judged, they are far more 
likely to seek help before these issues 
become overwhelming. By continuing 
conversations like this, supporting those 
around us and promoting available 
resources, we can make a meaningful 
difference for young people.
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Good evening, my name is Akshita and I’m 
Harrison and we are the school captains 
of Manly Selective and are slowly closing 
up on our final year of high school. 

When we think about our senior years, it’s 
easy to get caught up in the excitement 
of finishing 13 years of schooling and 
the freedom that comes with adulthood. 
But behind the scenes, there’s a different 
story, one of escalating anxiety and 
pressure that often goes unspoken. 

We found that 33% of young people 
aged 15 to 22 highlighted mental health 
as their most important concern. With 
two main factors, anxiety due to school 
in senior years and anxiety faced during 
the transition into adulthood. Both stem 
from not having enough support systems 
in place for young people to admit and 
face the reality that they are struggling 
and find aid to be their best selves again.

It’s often perceived by young people 
that mental health is only addressed 
at a surface level through rushed 
mandatory courses at schools that 
equip students to identify and be 
aware of mental health struggles. 

One responder to our survey said, 
“whenever a guest speaker comes in 
and describes mental health, a common 
saying is “it affects daily life”.  But the 
issue isn’t that young people don’t know 
that they’re struggling with mental health 
issues. The issue is they don’t know 
what to do when they are struggling. 

There’s always support lines and mental 
health professionals to go to, but they’re 
not as effective as we’d thought they’d be. 

Another responder said, “even though we 
are told to talk to an adult or counsellor it’s 
not that easy to just ‘spill’ your innermost 
feelings and thoughts to another person”. 

Often, the only thing we are told to 
do is to just ‘take a breath and it’ll get 
better with time’. Not to undermine the 
benefits that some people may get 
from breathing, but I’ve obviously been 
breathing my whole life and am still 
feeling anxious. It won’t get better with 
time unless we put support systems 
into the future to help young people. 

In years 11 and 12, significant amounts 
of pressure are placed upon students, 
specifically regarding their HSC 
exams. Many students do not have the 
ability to cope with this pressure. 

This has resulted in 42% of students 
registering high level anxiety 
symptoms in senior years, and 54% 
of students feeling that too much 
was expected of them in year 12. 

Whilst schools offer wellbeing programs 
to help students cope with this pressure, 
over 50% of students feel these programs 
are ineffective and many students do 
not feel comfortable reaching out for 
support. This leaves students feeling 
stranded and isolated to deal with 
this pressure and anxiety alone. 

Transitioning into adulthood is one of 
life’s toughest challenges and the reality 
is that kids aren’t prepared and lack key 
knowledge that’ll shape their future. 
Whether it’s how to change a tire on your 
car, how to pay taxes or what insurances 

Mental Health 
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you need, many maturing kids feel that 
they are not equipped to handle adulthood. 

This can result in significant mental 
health struggles with anxiety and 
depression and in severe cases can even 
result in failure to launch syndrome, 
where young adults, typically aged 18 
to 30 struggle to achieve independence. 
Often living at home and relying on 
parents financially and emotionally. 

It also results in a severe fear of failure, 
which prevents many individuals 
from starting tasks or stepping out of 
their comfort zone, hence worsening 
the issue. Additionally, with the 
growing cost of living crisis, young 
adults are feeling significantly more 
pressure surrounding finances, gaining 
employment and securing their future.

These issues both impact similar 
age ranges of 16 to 21 years. The 
pressure placed on these young adults 
is immense and the support facilities 
and programs offered to them to 
assist these issues, whilst beneficial, 
can often be difficult to approach and 
may not offer suitable solutions, due 
to the uniqueness of each situation.

This results in many young adults not 
receiving adequate support throughout 
this stage of their life. This causes 
significant issues with anxiety and 
depression within individuals, which 
can remain with them permanently 
and impact their relationships, 
employment and everyday life. 

There will always be concerns with anxiety 
and mental health and no solution will 
be the best fit for everyone, however 
we can try to implement strategies that 
allow people to take the first step to get 
assistance to be their best selves. We’ve 
broken these solutions down to two main 
sections: how we would like to address 
anxiety and increase support for senior 
students in their HSC year and how 
we’d like to increase support for young 
people transitioning into adulthood. 

As we’ve mentioned before, students in 
their senior year often find it difficult to 
grapple with several commitments while 
balancing academics and the ever-
present stress of the HSC. The pressure 
and anxiety builds up and leads to burn 
out if it’s not managed appropriately. 

To give students the first step to recover 
from burn out, we are proposing that 
senior students should receive one 
wellbeing day per term. Which means 
they can stay home from school for one 
day each term with an explained absence 
and receive communication from the 
school’s wellbeing team on how they 
can further support them if needed. 

Students could use this day to catch 
up on work that’s affecting their stress 
levels or take some time off to enjoy 
their hobbies and be refreshed. This 
day wouldn’t just be a reason to miss 
out on school, as there would be a 
reason that kids are already feeling that 
they wouldn’t want to be in school. 
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We’d like support from the wellbeing 
team at each school to reach out to 
the students taking the day off and 
ask how they spent the day-off and 
check in if they need further support.

Often, students don’t feel comfortable 
opening up to adults about issues 
affecting them or finding other 
solutions that would benefit their 
mental health and would rather discuss 
this with students their own age. 

We think it’d be extremely beneficial if 
schools established a student-run well-
being team who are responsible for 
gaining feedback - direct or anonymous 
- about how the well-being and support 
system of schools can be improved. They 
would work closely with the well-being of 
staff to test and implement new strategies. 

To aid the transition into adulthood, 
we’d like to implement free voluntary 
programs that can teach young people 
aged 16 to 21 life skills that they otherwise 
wouldn’t learn at school, from how to 
register to vote to how to get insurance 
covers on what you own. These could be 
sponsored from the council or external 
companies to ensure that young people 
have quality programs that are accessible 
and provide accurate information.

We’ve shown that this pivotal period 
between 16 to 21 comes with a lot of 
pressure and responsibility. But we’d 
like to make clear to all the young people 
here today that you don’t need to have 
it all figured out to move forward.

These solutions aren’t the sole fix to the 
several mental health issues young people 
face today, but they’re a start. A first step 
towards making life a bit easier for young 
people dealing with these challenges. 
Thank you for listening, and we hope to 
work with you to turn our ideal solutions 
into a reality in the foreseeable future.
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“I struggle to picture a future if things don’t 
change”. For many young Australians 
living on our beautiful Northern 
Beaches, this response from our 2026 
survey couldn’t be more prudent. 

Our issue regards how rapid inflation 
and growing house prices cause a higher 
cost of living and an inability for young 
people to continue to live on the Northern 
Beaches after moving out of home.

As our survey results highlight the 17 
to 24 age group is currently faced with 
an inability to comprehend a future in 
which they can provide their children 
with the same childhood experience they 
had growing up in this incredible area.

From our whopping 2,300 survey 
responses, over one quarter of the 
respondents have economic issues as a 
top 3 problem in their life. These are our 
young people, primarily in high school who 
are, quote, “living in fear of the inability to 
afford living here” and “this is where their 
social circles, areas and places they know 
are”. This place is all familiar to our youth 
and shouldn’t have to be forced out. 

In the minds of our youth, the concept of 
living on our wonderful Northern Beaches 
when moving out seems impossible, the 
responses are built in fear and uncertainty. 
With a female in the 15 to 17 age category 
stating, “no matter how hard I work I 
don’t think I will be able to buy a house, 
let alone stay on the Northern Beaches”.  
These responses are from our young 
people in our area, who are forced to 
worry about the distant future because 
of the insufficient present. Everywhere 
reports on it. The news, media, word of 
mouth and even simple observation. 

As stated by another young person, 
this is an “issue that is hurting all 
Australians”. Just on our Northern 
Beaches, the median house price now 
is ranging from $2.7 million to $2.9 
million, and the cost of generic day to 
day life is increasing substantially. 

Not only are these worries threatening 
the future of us youth, but they are 
subtracting our ability to enjoy our 
childhood. The rising costs of third spaces 
and eating out are presenting financial 
burdens for many young individuals, 
especially those forced to help provide 
for their families. It is impossible to go 
out for a meal after a study session 
without spending the absolute minimum 
of $20. Even while still at school, these 
issues are more prevalent than ever. 

Mentally this is damaging. The build-up 
of stress because of our fears about the 
future is harmful for our young people. 
With many saying it’s hard to focus on 
school with the burden of finances due 
to the need to sustain a job to enjoy a 
social life to balance study practices.

It is this rising economic dem6yand of 
living in our area that distracts from the 
childhood experiences and potential of a 
future living on the Northern Beaches for 
many young adults. And as you will hear a 
lot today it is our collective job to solve it.

We understand that we can’t just solve 
this issue as a whole, given how deeply 
it shapes both local realities and global 
economies. So we propose two main 
approaches to alleviate some of the 
impact the cost of living has on young 
people in hindering their ability to live 
on the Northern Beaches in the future.

Economy 
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Firstly, through financial literacy. This 
means having the right combination 
of awareness, knowledge, skill, 
attitude and behaviour to make sound 
financial decisions and ultimately 
achieve financial stability. 

We suggest that there be an established 
place found for financial literacy within 
the high school curriculum, such as one 
lesson per week or fortnight depending 
on independent school timetabling. 
Lessons would encompass topics such 
as budgeting, cash flow management, 
costs and responsibilities associated 
with renting and owning homes, cars, 
saving, investing, debt management, the 
responsible use and management of cards, 
avoiding scams and the key economic 
concepts of inflation, risk and return.

These are the matters that young 
people must be equipped with the 
skills to navigate. This is to ensure their 
competency in dealing with the financial 
challenges and economic pressures that 
they are assured to experience progressing 
through young adulthood and post-
secondary education. Young people should 
not have to be taught these important 
life skills from parents or guardians, 
if they are even taught them at all. 

A branch of economic issues many 
people face comes from lack of 
financial education, leading to ill-
informed financial decision making. 

The high school curriculum makes time 
for subjects that foster young people’s 

curiosities and interests. But it also 
needs to make time for us to learn how 
to navigate the ever-prevalent economic 
challenges in adulthood so we can 
support our passions. The knowledge 
and skills associated with financial 
literacy are guaranteed to be applied to 
real life circumstances for young adults 
and need to be a priority implemented 
into secondary education. This gives 
young people the skills to support 
themselves through early adult life and 
its challenges and responsibilities.

Building on this, we look back at an 
already implemented idea that can be 
improved, affordable housing. After 
research, we found that this strategy is 
already somewhat in effect in Northern 
Beaches suburbs including Frenches 
Forest and Mona Vale. We believe 
this concept needs to be specifically 
curated for young adults aged 18 to 24, 
particularly those not attending university 
or without the option of on-campus 
living, which comes with its own financial 
assistance and benefits schemes. 

Affordable housing needs to be made 
more available in supply for young 
adults, through means such as urban 
consolidation and an increase in 
middle and higher rise dwellings. 

Furthermore, awareness needs to be 
brought to affordable housing as an 
option for this age demographic. This 
will allow young people a vital chance to 
continue to live on the Northern Beaches 
and decrease the extent of economic 
pressures surrounding rent and housing 
expenses. Whilst allowing them to reach 
those adulting milestones of moving out of 
home and supporting oneself financially. 
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The cost of living is an issue that doesn’t 
just affect us in the room tonight, it impacts 
everyone. Young people across the 
Northern Beaches are facing challenges 
that threaten both our present and their 
future and this requires collective action. 

We all need to act in assisting in navigating 
these financial challenges, giving us, our 
youth, the best chance of being able to stay 
in this beautiful place that we call home. 
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Across the Northern Beaches today, there 
is a clear inequality in educational support 
and opportunity for young Australians. 
The future of our generation is significantly 
shaped by the teachers of today and 
with the declining access to consistent, 
high-quality educators, we risk limiting 
the ability of students to reach their full 
potential. Education is often seen as equal 
on the Northern Beaches, however, our 
experiences tell a very different story.

From our survey, 505 students identified 
education as a major concern, reflecting 
the systemic failures that directly impact 
our learning every, single day. The root of 
these failures is clear, teacher shortages 
are getting increasingly severe. 

According to the NSW Teachers 
Federation in 2022, 19% of permanent 
teachers left within their first five years of 
teaching, nearly double the rate just a few 
years prior. But why is this happening? 
Inadequate funding means schools cannot 
offer competitive salaries in high cost-of-
living areas like the Northern Beaches. 

When rent and basic living expenses 
are among the highest in Sydney and 
public transport options to our schools 
are limited, teachers simply cannot 
afford to work here for the same 
salary they could earn elsewhere.

As one student described, “very good 
teachers come and go like waves. It’s 
hard to stay consistent when all that’s 
left are new and inexperienced teachers”. 
Underlying this issue is the unsustainable 
pressure placed on teachers early in their 

career. With minimal structured support 
and full teaching loads from the get-go, 
many leave the profession before they 
can become experienced educators.

This instability is directly reflected in our 
classroom. A 17-year-old student noted, 
“we are constantly having subs every day 
despite being told we should have priority 
over younger years”. From our school alone, 
we average 20 substitute teachers per day. 

As senior students approach the HSC, 
these “minimal supervision” lessons 
at a critical stage of learning, place 
significant added pressure on students 
leaving many anxious and unprepared. 
When qualified subject teachers aren’t 
available, we’re left to teach ourselves.

Within our own school, 71% of senior 
students have received external sources 
of education such as tutoring. Education 
has become less about structured 
support and more about individual 
ability to afford private assistance.

To address these inconsistencies, we 
propose needs-based staffing guarantees, 
where funding is allocated according to 
actual teacher-to-student ratios within 
specific subject areas. For example, if two 
schools each have 100 students, but one 
school only has two qualified chemistry 
teachers, while the other has five, the 
school with fewer teachers relative to 
the number of students should receive 
priority funding and recruitment support.

These staffing ratios would be regularly 
reviewed and publicly reported to ensure 
transparency and accountability. Schools 
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falling below benchmark staffing levels 
would receive targeted funding that could 
be used for teacher recruitment initiatives 
such as signing bonuses, increased 
salaries for shortage subject areas or 
relocation assistance for teachers moving 
to high cost-of-living communities.

Next, we propose new teacher residency 
programs where new teachers receive 
a guaranteed two-year residency at a 
school with a 20% reduced workload 
and a dedicated, paid mentor. Mentors 
would support early-career teachers 
through lesson planning and classroom 
management during their transition into the 
profession. This means new teachers only 
teach four classes instead of five, have no 
field duty or administrative extras in their 
first year. Instead, they have protected 
planning time to develop quality lessons. 

Whilst there is no denying that the program 
will require upfront investment, supporting 
new teachers for two years is far more 
cost-effective than continually replacing 
staff and relying on substitute teachers to 
fill classrooms. When the best teachers 
are considering leaving within five years, 
we need to give them reasons to stay from 
day one. Reducing burnout, providing 
mentorship and creating sustainable 
working conditions will help us keep the 
quality educators we desperately need.

The current reality is that too many 
students are being forced to compensate 
for systemic gaps within the education 
system on their own. Education should 
provide stability, opportunity, and 
support within the classroom.

Addressing teacher shortages, 
strengthening learning conditions, and 
investing in long-term educational equity 
must remain a priority for our community, 
because the standard of education we 
provide today will shape the opportunities, 
success and stability of tomorrow.
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Hello, my name is Flynn, and this is Mira 
and we’re the 2026 school captains for 
Narrabeen Sports High School. Like 
many of you, we live, work and go to 
school on the Northern Beaches. A 
unique environment rich in biodiversity, 
stemming from the intersection of our 
estuaries and coastal ecosystems, 
which exist amongst some of Sydney’s 
largest unbroken sections of bushland.

Through recreation, erosion, flood control 
and economic stimulation provided by 
local tourism, every Northern Beaches 
resident enjoys the benefits of our local 
environment in one way or another. 

For that reason, the recent confirmation 
of exceedingly high levels of microplastics 
in local coastal dunes and waterways 
by AUSMAP and the EPA’s Broadscale 
Microplastic Assessment has disillusioned 
local residents. With both studies 
identifying Dee Why Lagoon, Middle 
Harbour Creek and Manly Lagoon as 
three of ten most polluted waterways 
on the New South Wales coastline. 

The abundance of microplastics in our 
local areas not only threatens wildlife 
and environmental stability, but for many 
people who live in connection to our 
waterways also their way of life. This 
concern has been clearly reflected by 
Northern Beaches youth, with over a 
quarter (636 survey participants in total) 
citing ‘the environment’ as one of the 
top three issues which concern them. 

With one participant sharing, “I fear 
for what the natural world will become 
as I get older. There is very much an 
individualistic attitude that no one 
person will change the world, which 
means it won’t matter if they don’t do 
anything, so no one is doing anything”. 

Despite the clear understanding of 
constituent issues which affect the 
environment, developed through 
education campaigns within schools 
and our local community, when asked 
to elaborate on what could be done to 
help the issue there were three main 
answers: make the pollution go away, 
make the people polluting go away 
or the ever succinct, “I don’t know”.

As Panu Pihkala from the Helsinki Institute 
of Sustainability Science explains, “the 
ecological crisis, including the climate crisis, 
causes difficult feelings of uncertainty, 
unpredictability, and uncontrollability”. 
Without meaningful opportunities for 
involvement, these feelings can easily 
turn into disengagement and inaction.

While there are already efforts in place 
across the Northern Beaches, such as 
organised clean ups and environmental 
organisations working to maintain our 
public spaces, most of these approaches 
fail to effectively engage young people. 
With events taking place during school 
hours combined with insufficient 
outreach to target and include youth 
in these efforts. This culminates in 
a sense of alienation for local youth, 
further accentuating the established 
gap between awareness and action.

Environment
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This was directly highlighted by one 
survey participant, “[the environmental] 
problem is big, but agency is small”. 

Encouraging this, a 2024 study published 
in the BMC Public health, suggested that 
adolescents who felt capable of acting 
were significantly more likely to adopt 
behaviours that reduce their environmental 
impact. Highlighting the importance of 
creating visible and accessible pathways 
to participation, rather than assuming 
awareness alone will drive change.

To address this, sustainability needs to 
become more visible, collaborative and 
community-driven within youth spaces. 
As another survey participant suggested, 
this could involve “creating more initiatives 
to spread awareness about climate 
change and help protect the environment”. 
One way to achieve this is by promoting 
sustainability groups within schools, 
empowering students to actively contribute 
to a meaningful and lasting change. 

Rather than framing environmental 
action as occasional or individually 
driven, these groups would embed 
participation into everyday school 
life, making it routine, accessible and 
socially ingrained. Schools would further 
support these initiatives by dedicating 
time to volunteering opportunities 
as an alternative option within sport 
programs, integrating sustainability 
projects within environmental groups 
and providing more structured leadership 
opportunities in environmental advocacy.

There is also an opportunity to 
work alongside Northern Beaches 
Council by strengthening existing 
youth programs rather than creating 
entirely new structures. Embedding 
a stronger sustainability focus within 
current initiatives would provide young 
people with a more consistent role in 
environmental action and local decision-
making. While also connecting them 
more directly to community efforts.

Ultimately, awareness alone is not 
enough. Real change happens when 
people are given the opportunity to 
participate in something larger than 
themselves. For students, that means 
meaningful involvement in the spaces 
they use every day. For schools, councils 
and community organisations, it means 
creating clear pathways for young people 
to lead, collaborate, and take action. 
Because when young people are given 
genuine opportunities to contribute 
to their community, responsibility 
becomes more than an expectation, 
it becomes part of the culture.
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A decline in mental health is the root 
of countless issues in young people. In 
the HYSD 2026 survey almost 1 in 4 
respondents identified mental health as 
one of the major issues affecting them. 

I go to St Augustine’s, an all-boys, 
private Catholic school, where we have 
extensive well-being programs, but 
unfortunately there is still a stigma. 
It is hard in a competitive all-boys 
environment to properly cultivate 
a culture of supporting others and 
allowing vulnerability to flourish. 

It’s this lack of vulnerability especially 
between males that has cost us 
colleagues, mates, brothers and fathers. 
The current Year 12 group at Saints can 
speak to this personally, unfortunately 
losing one of our brothers, George, last 
year. However, I’m not here to only talk 
to you about the stigma surrounding 
mental health, but rather the relationship 
between mental health and third spaces 
and what decision makers can do about it. 

A third space is a location that exists 
outside of school, work or home that 
creates connections between young 
people and communities. These are 
spaces where people are built. For 
many people, especially at Saints, this 
can mean a footy field, a basketball 
court or simply somewhere to hang 
out with mates after school.

I can speak personally to the scientifically 
backed idea that exercise and getting 
outdoors can lower stress and improve 
mental health. Often when I feel anxious 
or worked up, I’ll go to the gym or call my 

mates and go walk the dogs for a couple 
of hours to talk things over. The simplicity 
of being in a place outside of home, where 
we can escape the stresses of school or 
family life, can make a massive difference. 

That is why third spaces are so important. 
They give young people an outlet to 
clear their minds, process emotions and 
connect. Because they are not just places 
to spend time, they are often the difference 
between isolation and connection. When 
young people have environments where 
they feel welcomed and understood, 
it creates a sense of belonging that 
directly benefits mental health. So 
many conversations that genuinely 
help people happen sitting in a car park 
after footy training, at the skatepark, 
or in the wings of a play rehearsal. 

Recently, we’ve seen the rise of community 
run groups, where people come together, 
not just for fitness but for connection. 
These groups are powerful examples 
of modern third spaces because they 
create community in an environment 
without judgement or pressure. 

I think it’s important to acknowledge that 
not all outlets or third spaces are physical 
though. For the past three years, I have 
been involved in the St Augustine’s and 
Stella Maris Play’s. It was literally in this 
theatre where I made some of the best 
friendships and closest connections of 
my life. And I know this wasn’t just me. 
Members of the cast and crew, some of 
which are here today, were genuinely 
distraught, not knowing what to do with 
their afternoons when show week was 
over. And this is what happens when these 

Third Spaces
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spaces disappear. Young people lose more 
than just somewhere to go, they lose an 
outlet, a support network and in many 
cases a sense of identity and belonging. 

The survey data also showed how 
financial pressures are making this worse. 
Over 34% of respondents identified 
themselves as casual or part-time 
workers, meaning many young people 
are already balancing school, work and 
personal pressures at the same time. 

Around 7% specifically raised concerns 
about the affordability of recreation, 
with one young person saying, “there’s 
nowhere to go or do anything around 
here, and if there is it’s always super 
expensive” and with another respondent 
suggested that councils should create 
“more free or low-cost third spaces for 
teens”. Without affordable healthy outlets 
and spaces to belong to, young people are 
more likely to experience isolation, poor 
mental health and antisocial behaviour. 

That is where responsibility lies with 
decision makers. Young people are 
already looking for ways to pursue 
interests and passions in their local 
communities, yet too often decisions 
about these spaces are made without 
consultancy or flat out ignoring the wants 
and needs of the people truly affected. 

A clear example is the destruction of the 
Red Hill mountain biking jumps in Cromer. 
These jumps provided enjoyment and 
community for countless young people for 
years and their removal without warning 
felt degrading to the people who relied on 
that space as part of their community. 

In terms of solutions, local and state 
government could provide greater 
funding to activities that utilise already 
existing third spaces. Such as creating 
and running more events like Northern 
Composure, where young people can 
safely gather outside of school and 
home. These solutions are sourced 
straight from young people themselves. 

Outside of this something more systemic 
needs to be done. I think there needs 
to be a serious enquiry by the State 
Government into the comings and 
goings of young people. This can be 
anonymous surveys executed through 
all public and independent high schools, 
focusing on young people under the age 
of 18 and then a secondary survey for 
people between the ages of 18 to 24. 

The survey should focus on discovering 
hot spots for people hanging out and 
what sports or activities are most popular 
in certain areas, thus informing further 
investment into third spaces. In doing 
this, decision makers are informed by the 
public, by the people who will be affected 
by change. They will be giving a voice to 
young people who often don’t have one. 

The reason I began this speech with 
the anecdote of what it’s like being at 
Saints and dealing with the stigma 
surrounding mental health is so that I 
can demonstrate to you the importance 
of these third spaces. Without footy 
trainings, skateparks, basketball 
courts or the beachside walks, I worry 
that the amount of people, especially 
men, who won’t talk about the issues 
that they face will grow and grow. 
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I worry that this next generation, who 
already struggle to talk to others, will 
fall further and further down a rabbit 
whole of stigma surrounding mental 
health, all because third spaces were 
not valued in a budget and as a result, 
games of footy became unplayable, 
bushwalks unwalkable and conversations, 
well they would just go unspoken. 

If communities and decision makers 
continue to invest in and protect these 
spaces, they can help prevent the chance 
of this happening. Hopefully with the 
educated implementation of third spaces, 
more people can share their thoughts 
and issues. At the end of the day, third 
spaces aren’t only about the exercise 
or the nature, they are an escape from 
the reality of being a young person in 
today’s society and a way to save lives.



Have Your Say Day - 2026 Report 

55

Student leaders participating in the Q&A session
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I’d like to open this speech with the 
following words: “young people are 
essential to a thriving and vibrant 
community”. These words formed 
part of the foreword of Council’s Youth 
Voice Action Plan, developed alongside 
Council’s Youth Advisory Group. 

While the Plan sets out a strong vision for 
youth voice locally, many young people 
still feel left out of the decision-making 
process, while adult-led systems continue 
to underestimate our capacity to co-design 
long-term solutions, even as important 
initiatives such as this continue to create 
genuine opportunities for youth voice.

While there are increasing efforts to 
involve young people in decision-making, 
consultation is still too often tokenistic 
or occurs after major decisions have 
already been made. At a time when social 
media is reshaping the way young people 
engage with the world around them, 
governments still expect us to navigate 
inaccessible websites or lengthy feedback 
portals to contribute our perspectives.

Young people are not disengaged from 
politics, rather politics have become 
disengaged from young people. In fact, 
nearly half of survey respondents indicated 
that they receive news and information 
through some form of social media. The 
strong engagement that platforms like The 
Daily Aus and Cheek Media receive from 
young people reflects how deeply we care 
about the decisions shaping our future.

Data from our youth survey echoes 
this clearly with respondents indicating 
they feel that “many decisions made by 
government aren’t consulted with today’s 
youth”. Importantly, we are already 
seeing what works. A young survey 
respondent aged 12 to 14 indicated that 
“if more opportunities are developed to 
encourage young people to participate 
and make a difference, young people 
will do just that”. They also noted that 
involving young people in important 
decisions today helps prepare us to care 
for our planet and society tomorrow. 

Events like this show that young people 
engage when genuine opportunities are 
created, the challenge now is ensuring 
these opportunities become visible, 
ongoing and embedded within everyday 
decision-making. That means making 
platforms like Council’s Your Say more 
visible and accessible and ensuring 
young people actually know how to 
engage with their local representatives.

Real youth involvement in policy means 
decision-makers meeting young people 
where they already are. That means co-
creating policy with young people already 
in structured spaces, e.g. school leaders, 
Youth Advisory Groups, Youth Parliament 
and community youth organisations. 
If we are serious about youth voice, 
engagement cannot remain confined to 
systems designed primarily for adults.

Governance
Isaac - Northern Beaches Secondary College Cromer Campus
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Many young Australians are frustrated 
that decisions shaping our future are 
made without our direct representation, 
despite policies surrounding education, 
housing, mental health and employment 
affecting us most significantly. Yet many 
young people still lack the confidence 
and knowledge to engage in our 
democracy once they reach voting age.

So I’ll ask those on stage, if an 
election were held tomorrow, who 
here would feel confident casting 
their vote? And who wouldn’t? This 
is why civics education matters.

Young people deserve meaningful 
education about how government works, 
how voting works and why their vote 
matters. Civic engagement must begin 
long before voting age. Democracy is 
about participation, about confidence 
and about believing your voice carries 
value. Something that needs to be built 
in the early years of high school. 

Bridging the growing disconnect between 
politicians and young people starts with 
rebuilding trust and understanding. Young 
people want authenticity, accessibility and 
respect. We want leaders willing to engage 
with us directly, rather than speaking at 
us from a distance. This is why initiatives 
such as pop-up politics, school visits and 
nights like this matter. They reinforce how 
important stronger relationships between 
young people and politicians really are.

Tonight’s event also reminds us that 
youth engagement must be embedded 
into the everyday way decisions are 
made, discussed and communicated. 
When politicians engage directly with 
young people, not during election 
campaigns but consistently, trust and 
understanding begin to form. At the 
same time, social media offers one of 
the greatest opportunities for building 
this trust and authenticity that young 
people want to see from their leaders.

Before I close, I want to return to where I 
began, “young people are essential to a 
thriving and vibrant community”. Those 
words should inspire us to build a future 
where young people are consistently 
included in decision-making, equipped with 
the skills to participate and given genuine 
opportunities to have our voices heard.



Have Your Say Day - 2026 Report 

58

Student leaders presenting at Have Your Say Day
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Student leaders with Jacqui Scruby MP, State Member for Pittwater
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