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Save the Children Australia applies a customised 
approach to community development, applying 
a child rights lens, which holds powerful people 
and political institutions accountable for 
their responsibilities to those with less power. 
Underpinning Save the Children’s philosophy 
and practice of child-rights programing are 
four key components of Child Rights, namely: 
Right to Non-Discrimination, Right to Survival and 
Development, Right to Participation; and looking 
after the Best Interests of the Child.

In late 2012, Save the Children Australia undertook a Participatory Action 
Research project to identify the reasons behind, and understand the lived 
experience of, ‘street-present’ Aboriginal young people in the South East Corridor 
of Perth, Western Australia. The research engaged 120 Aboriginal young people 
through semi-structured interviews and 20 young people through a Photovoice 
project, along with more than 50 adults and service providers from the region. 
The research aimed to explore why young people, in particular Aboriginal 
young people, spend time on the streets and trains, and to identify the differing 
perspectives and the perceived and real risks that these young people face. 

The focus of the research was to provide an alternative perspective to the 
dominant popular discourse regarding young people’s street presence, which 
tends to portray them as engaging in anti-social and criminal behaviour. The 
language used by the sector, policies put out by the Government, and actions 
taken by service providers which frame young people’s problems and solutions 
as solely crime based are limited in their interpretation of street behaviour and 
thus in their ability to identify a positive path forward for youth development. 

This study found that street and train presence is primarily a response to 
complexities of young people’s social, cultural and physical environments. By 
examining the factors, which lead to young people spending time on the streets 
and trains this report aims to provide a better understanding of the causes of 
street presence, and provides an alternative lens to viewing and responding to 
young people’s street presence.

The research identified both ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors that contribute to young 
people ‘hanging out’ on the streets and trains. Push factors include a desire to 
escape an unsafe home or community environment; pull factors include a desire 
to be with peers, to feel a sense of belonging with others, and to enjoy a feeling of 
independence away from parents and other adults. Cultural identity and socio-
economic status were also identified as significant contributing factors to the 
choices young people make, including the spaces they choose to ‘hang out’ in. 

The phrase or idea of ‘nowhere else to go’ was repeatedly used by young people 
and adults to explain why young people ‘hung out’ on the train or streets. The 
streets and trains are a free space, which were more often seen as a safe space 
for young people to explore and connect with friends in ways they themselves 
decide. If youth programs want to emulate this or vie for the attention of these 
young people, they must connect with them in the same way, or provide them 
with the same opportunities.

As a result of this research Save the 
Children Australia makes the following 
recommendations for consideration by all 
stakeholders including Government, non-
Government, private and community sectors 
who are working to support the development 
of Aboriginal young people in Australia:

• That governments, service providers, and the wider community avoid 
the discriminatory practice of unfairly framing street-present young 
people as criminals and delinquents. 

• That more attention and research needs to be focused on how the 
current punitive approaches, racist ideologies, and systemic lack 
of culturally appropriate support are prohibiting young people to 
achieve and realise their aspirations.

• That governments and service providers prioritise early intervention 
initiatives, which support the development of Aboriginal children 
from earlier ages through their teenage years. 

• That governments and service providers take into account the 
underlying causes of young peoples’ street-presence by working with 
care-givers, families and wider kinship networks. 

• That government and service providers prioritise culturally 
appropriate youth development, diversion, and leadership programs, 
which engage young people in pro-social activities that foster 
empowerment, positive peer culture, and participation in society. 

• That youth development programs at all levels, from schools and 
diversionary programs to tertiary interventions, need to be designed 
with young people, not for them

• That governments and service providers prioritise opportunities and 
activities that foster the wider community’s voice such as action 
research projects. 

• That all services should work closely with their local Aboriginal 
communities, including young people, families, and community 
Elders, to develop culturally appropriate programs, which are tailored 
to look after the best interests and needs of children in ways that 
those communities see fit. 

• That government funding for youth services need to be responsive to 
the differing needs and best interests of children in each community, 
broadened to encompass children of younger ages, and focused on 
youth development outcomes to be able to achieve lasting impacts for 
children, young people, families, and the community. 

Summary
Executive 
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Our vision is a world in which every child 
attains the right to survival, protection, 
development and participation.

Save the Children Australia’s approach to community development 
applies a child rights lens, which holds powerful people and political 
institutions accountable for their responsibilities to those with less 
power. Child rights programming supports children, especially 
those who are disadvantaged, disempowered and discriminated 
against, to claim their rights. The aim of this approach is to increase 
the impact of programs and strengthen the sustainability of strong 
communities by addressing the underlying causes of violations to 
children’s rights, and bringing about policy and practice changes to 
make a sustained difference to the lives of children, both now, and 
into the future.

Underpinning Save the Children’s philosophy and practice of child-
rights programming are four key components which draw upon the 
general principles of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child, namely (1) ensuring no child suffers from discrimination 
irrespective of the child’s, or his or her parents or legal guardians, 
ethnicity, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, 
national, ethnic or social origin, property, disability, birth or other 
status; (2) putting the best interests of the child at the forefront of all 
decisions made, which could affect them; (3) upholding the child’s 
rights to life, survival, and development to enable them to reach 
their full potential and play their part in a peaceful, tolerant society; 
and (4) ensuring children have the right to participation, as children 
have the capability of forming their own views and deserve the 
right to be heard in all decisions, which affect them.

We know that every child has their own individual needs, 
vulnerabilities, and aspirations; development organisations and 
government agencies working with children  should ensure that the 
voices of children, their families and community are heard when, in 
particular, developing services and responses to their needs. 

Prologue 
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In response to the growing 
phenomenon of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander (Aboriginal) 
and non-Aboriginal young people’s 
street presence late at night in Perth, 
Western Australia, particularly in 
the suburbs along the Armadale-
Perth train line, Save the Children 
Australia, in partnership with local 
agencies, began to deliver night-
time engagement programs. These 
programs aimed to engage street-
present young people to divert them 
away from what was perceived as 
unsafe environments and potential 
anti-social and criminal activity. 

What became clear was that diversionary programs, although 
effective, do not fully address the underlying causes of 
street presence. We needed to broaden our knowledge and 
understanding of the reasons behind young people riding 
on the trains and ‘hanging out’ on the streets late at night; 
to ensure services are providing appropriate, respectful and 
sustainable support for young people’s development.

We know that children and young people are often prohibited 
from full participation in their communities because they are 
considered the spectators of society, rather than the social 
actors. The primary intention of this project was to listen to 
the voices of those young people who are often excluded from 
decision-making and whose voices often go unheard (Cooper 
et al., 2002; Bessant et al, 1998).

In late 2012, Save the Children Australia undertook a 
Participatory Action Research project to identify the reasons 
behind, and understand the lived experience of, ‘street-
present’ Aboriginal young people in the South East Corridor 
of Perth. The research explored why young people, especially 
Aboriginal young people, spend time on the streets and trains, 
the differing perspectives regarding the situations of these 
young people, and the perceived and real risks they face. 

To date, the dominant societal view of young people’s street 
presence tends to portray young people engaging in anti-
social and criminal behaviour. Young people are perceived 
to be ‘up to no good’ and causing a public nuisance when 
hanging out on the streets or on the trains. By framing this 
behaviour from a perspective of criminality, it is easy to 
generalise that these young people are aspiring criminals and 
a menace to society. 

Corresponding strategies to address this behaviour focus on 
the negative and often perpetuate discriminatory perceptions 
of young people, particularly Aboriginal young people. 
Examples of this include the Northbridge Curfew and stop 
and search policies. Such strategies are largely ineffective over 
the long-term and only serve to reinforce negative stereotypes 
of young people and in effect do little to promote positive and 
constructive approaches to youth development. 

By exploring the factors which lead to young people spending 
time on the streets and trains, this report aims to provide 
a snapshot of how young people feel they are perceived 
by society, share their views, aspirations, and challenges 
and unpack some of the causes of young people’s street 
presence. This report will take a rights-based perspective, 
highlighting identified violations to young people’s rights and 
provide recommendations on how these rights could be more 
adequately upheld. The report will also propose an alternative 
perspective to how we view, work with, and support the 
development of young people.

Introduction
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The findings in this report are based 
on surveys, interviews, and focus 
group discussions with young people, 
service providers and parents who 
live and work in the South East 
Corridor of Perth. 

Researchers engaged 452 young people and 52 adults 
through local schools, community events, local youth 
services, and a series of research trips on the Armadale-
Perth train line.  

The research was conducted between August 2012 and 
January 2013 and predominantly used semi-structured 
interviews and questionnaires. Questions covered 
participants’ perceptions of a range of issues including 
the reasons why young people spend time on the street 
or the Armadale-Perth train line, the experiences of these 
young people, and the risks and challenges their street or 
train presence may cause. Research was predominantly 
conducted in schools, on the streets, on the trains and at 
public events.

The research was supported by a Photovoice project, which 
gave cameras to twenty Aboriginal young people from a 
local primary school. This element of the research enabled 
these young people to visually record and reflect upon their 
daily experiences. 

Out of the 452 young people engaged in this project fourteen 
per cent identified as Aboriginal, and a further twelve per 
cent stated it was ‘too complicated’ to identify as either 
Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal. The ‘it’s complicated’ option 
was included based on consultation with the project’s Young 
People’s Aboriginal Advisory Group, which highlighted 
that issues of cultural identity are complicated for many 
young people. It was hoped that this option would therefore 
incorporate a wider sense of identity and allow for more 
flexibility for participants. For the purposes of this report – the 
results have focused on the responses given by 120 young 
people who identified as Aboriginal and those who felt it was 
too complicated to identify exclusively with one heritage. 

Methodology
Data Collection

Out of the 120 Aboriginal young 
people surveyed, 44 per cent were 
aged between 11 - 12 and 37 per cent 
were between 13 - 14. Six per cent of 
respondents were under the age of 10. 

There was a fairly even split in gender, with 49 per cent being 
female and 51 per cent being male. 

A large percentage of participants had a strong connection to 
their language, with 39 per cent of Aboriginal young people 
stating they spoke a language other than English at home. 

Basic 
Demographics

For the purposes of this project, Save the 
Children Australia established a Project 
Management and Aboriginal Advisory 
Group (AAG) to provide primary oversight 
of the project and make key decisions. 

This group was convened by Save the Children Australia and 
included local Aboriginal elders and other Aboriginal stakeholders, as 
recommended by the Secretariat of National Aboriginal and Islander 
Child Care (SNAICC) Guidelines “Working and Walking Together”.

In addition to the AAG, Save the Children Australia established 
the Young People’s Aboriginal Advisory Group (YPAAG) to provide 
feedback on research processes and tools, assist with cultural 
guidance on engaging with research participants, and to participate 
in research processes such as school visits and train trips.  

Save the Children Australia sought and gained ethical approval for 
this research project through the Western Australian Aboriginal 
Health Ethics Committee (WAAHEC).

Governance
Project
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This report 
explores various 
areas of young 
people’s 
lives that 
influence the 
development 
of their identity, 
briefly unpacking 
how each of 
these areas 
relate to the 
‘push’ and 
‘pull’ factors 
which lead 
to Aboriginal 
young people’s 
street and train 
presence.

Not surprisingly, the research 
found that there are differing 
perspectives between how young 
people view their street and train 
presence, as compared with how 
the wider community commonly 
perceives that same behaviour. 

Young people clearly said that street and train 
presence is primarily a response to the complexities 
and challenges of their home and community 
environments, and that street presence is simply part 

Emerging from the Research
Perspectives and Themes 

of their process in seeking out a sense of belonging, 
safety, excitement, and connection to culture. In fact, 
this research found that this part of Aboriginal young 
people’s lives is an example of their resilience and 
ability to respond to life’s challenges, and has become 
a critical part of how many young people are forming 
their own individual identities. 

This perspective of identity formation is counter to the 
dominant approaches that criminalise young people, 
which underpins the majority of contemporary policy 
and practice responses to the presence of young 
people on the street and trains. This overarching 
perspective of identity formation is explored in depth 
throughout this report.
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In order to understand an alternative view of young 
people’s street presence, we must first unpack the 
issues and child rights violations that occur as a 
result of the more dominant approaches that tend 
to criminalise young people. 

Media reports and government policies such as the Northbridge Curfew frame 
young people’s behaviour on the streets or at train stations as acting ‘in a 
disorderly manner or in ways that threaten the stability, public order and safety of 
others’ (Office of Crime Prevention: Department of the Premier and Cabinet, 2006). 
Crime based perspectives, policies, and practices can discriminate against young 
people who live in lower socio-economic areas (Myers, 2012) where in particular, 
Aboriginal young people who present on the streets are more often marginalised, 
labelled as aspiring criminals and a problem for society (Head, 2011; Leadbeater, 
2003; Morsillo, 2007).

The predominant strategies to address street presence, such as increased policing 
and disbanding large groups are also framed from this negative crime-based 
perspective and are limited, at best, in their ability to respond to the underlying 
causes of young people’s street presence. 

Viewing the behaviour of young people as acting in criminal ways simply because 
they are on the streets or at the train station is discriminatory and significantly 
limits the range of solutions to influence positive youth development. Identifying 
the young person as the problem, rather than their environment, leads to the 
stereotyping of these young people as criminals and this research provides 
evidence that this stereotyping has flow-on effects to that young person’s sense of 
identity and self-worth. In particular, an overemphasis on linking Aboriginal young 
people with substance use and criminality continues to reinforce the perception 
that Aboriginal people are intrinsically more irresponsible, criminal, and overcome 
by alcohol and drugs than other young people (Palmer and Collard, 1994). Such 
perspectives facilitate further marginalisation and discrimination of Aboriginal 
communities (Bond, 2005; Lyons & Janca, 2012; Priest, 2011). 

This is not to suggest that young people are not ever involved in crime. Rather 
the language used by the sector, policies put out by the government, and actions 
taken by service providers which frame young people’s problems, and potential 
solutions to those problems, as crime based (e.g. criminal intent, crime prevention, 
etc.) are limited in their interpretation of street-present behaviour and thus limited 
in their ability to identify a positive path forward for youth development. This 
current approach clearly violates young people’s right to non-discrimination and 
development, which inhibits them from reaching their full potential. It is clear from 
the research that these young people feel misunderstood, stereotyped, and don’t 
feel that their voices are being heard, which is a further violation on their right to 
full participation. 

Alternative interpretations have the potential to lead to more supportive, 
sustainable, and positive solutions to young people’s development.

Criminology
Perspective

This is how I feel when I get blamed for something I didn’t do (12 Year Old Girl)

‘Everyone wants 
to be treated 
with respect; 
the point is that 
some children 
do nothing to 
be accorded 
such respect. 
When they are 
swearing and 
abusive towards 
“authority” they 
can’t expect to 
be asked “hi! How 
are you?” Etc’ 
(Service provider).

We get looked at badly cause we’re Aboriginal. Just yesterday I got on the train to go to Carousel these people start lookin at me badly, like I was gonna steal from them or somethin. I sat next to this lady on the train and she got up and went to sit somewhere else. (13 year old girl).

‘Many are brought up to 
steal. They are brought up 
with a ‘chip on their shoulder’’ 
(Service provider).

I wish the ‘systems’ around our young people were 
set up to support them and not to make them fail. 
Stop and search laws, move on laws and the new 
social gathering ‘12 people is a party’ laws don’t 
work. It’s disgusting and needs creative solutions, 
youth friendly education, and training to people in 
‘power positions’, financial backing and more positive 
images of young people doing the wonderful things 
that they are capable of doing. (Service provider).
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Taking into account the ‘best 
interests’ of children and 
young people and their right 
to survival, development, 
and non-discrimination; 
a more powerful way of 
viewing young people’s street 
presence is through exploring 
and understanding the 
dynamics of young people’s 
lived experience and how 
their environment affects the 
development of their identity 
over time. 

We can interpret the results of this research on 
street-present young people, as young people 
simply responding to complex environments and 
in fact view their street-presence as an indicator of 
their resilience in responding to life’s adversities. 

Every human being is subject to rapid psychological 
growth in their formative years and amidst new 
cognitive abilities, logical thinking, physiological 
changes, and social demands, young people 
move towards new behaviours of self-sufficiency, 
autonomy, relationships, commitments to peers, 
and social interactions. All young people develop 
their sense of ‘self’ over time, searching for ‘what 
makes them who they are’ - their identity (Erikson, 
1968). That sense of identity is in-part defined by 
their environment, such as family, culture, school 
and peer relationships (Choate, 2007). The other 

key factor is that adolescence is the first stage in 
these young people’s lives where they feel they are 
in control of their own development, decisions and 
actions. During this period in their lives, all young 
people struggle to discover their own identity, while 
negotiating and struggling with social interactions, 
hardships, the need to ‘fit in’, and developing a sense 
of morality and right from wrong. When in crisis or 
hardship, young people search for people, activities, 
and places that give them a sense of belonging and 
security, which in turn helps them, form their sense 
of identity (Erikson, 1968).

Therefore, strategies to address young people’s 
street presence and potential anti-social activity 
should be aimed at supporting young people 
to engage in constructive activities, spaces, 
and groups, which help them to form their own 
meaningful and positive identity. 

More recent literature on urban studies highlights 
the pressing desire of young people for spaces 
‘to hang out’, to be with their friends, to feel safe 
and secure, and to have the chance to meet new 
people (Thomas, 2005; Gough, 2008; Langevang, 
2008; Langevang and Gough, 2009; Porter et al, 
2010; Laughlin and Johnson; 2011: as referenced in 
Skelton, 2013a). What is striking is how few cities 
actually provide these spaces (Skelton, 2013a). This 
research highlighted the importance that both street 
and train presence had in the formation of young 
people’s identities and how the dynamics of their 
environment influenced their lives. 

Taking an identity perspective, the key questions 
should therefore be: “What does a secure form of 
identity mean to a young person?” and “How can 
we support the formation of that identity through 
changing our policies, practices and approach to 
young people’s development?” 

Perspective
Identity  

Young people represent future generation 
and need to be valued both at home and in 
the community. (parent).

‘Understand that 
gathering together 
is a normal thing for 
young people. We need 
to include young people 
in the life of our city 
without driving them out 
of the areas they want 
to gather in. (service provider).

‘I wish that young 
people were finally understood and 
treated with the 
respect and human 
rights that they 
deserve’, (service provider),



12

 

Young people’s connection to 
their Aboriginality is a significant 
strength and should be celebrated 
and supported. The connection 
Aboriginal young people have to 
their culture and community, in 
particular, influences their sense of 
belonging and identity, and in-turn is 
a significant factor of their resilience. 

Most young people spoke positively about their 
Aboriginality with feelings of pride, respect and 
happiness about being connected to their culture.

Many also spoke about the inequalities that they 
experience on a day-to-day basis as a result of their 
Aboriginality and made connections to historical and 
contemporary racism, colonisation and oppression by 
those in power and authority. For young people, the 
attitudes of discrimination held in the past, and the 
treatment given to Aboriginal people today, continues  
to impact on their sense of identity. 

Young people spoke about their personal experience 
of racism, discrimination, rejection and marginalization 
by mainstream society and how this exclusion from 
community resulted in feelings of depression, guilt and 
even anger. Yet, despite these feelings many young 
people spoke about how their connection to their culture 
and the support they get from their Elders and family is 
what gives them a sense of happiness.  

The ongoing complex nature of cultural identity was 
clearly shown by how many participants chose not 
to identify as Aboriginal when taking part in this 
research. Fourteen per cent of participants identified as 
Aboriginal, while a further twelve per cent chose the 
‘it’s complicated’ option. This, in itself, highlights the 
difficulties that some Aboriginal young people had in 
identifying soley with one cultural heritage. 

“I like being Aboriginal, but when I tell 
people I am, they don’t believe me because 
I am white. That makes me feel sad”  
(12 year old BOY).

“Sometimes, I feel like I am not accepted anywhere. 
The white people that know I am Aboriginal, call 
me names, the Black people that look at me don’t 
really accept me because I am white” (11 year old girl).

This photo represents the different skin tones of 

Aboriginal People. I am Aboriginal, but I am white. I often 

get teased for being a white/black. I felt ashamed of my 

skin colour, until I took this photo. Racism has to stop 

everywhere in Australia. (12 year old girl) I feel that people often look down on Aboriginal people 
because some Aboriginals get drunk and sit around at the 
park yelling, but there are other Aboriginals who work and 
are good people. I took this photo because it represents 
who I am. I feel proud to be Aboriginal and I wish people 
stopped talking down to us.  (12 year old Boy)

I like going bush. It’s where I feel good about life. I am not allowed to go up there yet, cause the Elders haven’t taken me there yet. Us boys, we get taught about spiritual things and it’s really cool. (12 year old boy)

Aboriginal Identity

I am Aboriginal and I am very proud about being different. 

The people in my family all tell me stories about how 

important it is to know our traditions (11 year old girl) 
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This is a photo of my friends and I took it because they’re 

always there for me. We all live close to each other and 

we hang out every day (12 year old BOY) 

‘The trains have 
become a space 
that young 
people identify 
as a place that 
can be theirs. As 
opposed to home 
which may belong 
to the parents’  
(service provider). ‘Young people go on the trains because it is where other young 

people are. It’s a neutral place, that doesn’t close or shut down. 
There are not always authority figures around’ (service provider)

‘The main method of transport for our young people 

is trains as they don’t have cars and buses are 

sometimes irregular: therefore they are always seeing 

and bumping into friends at the train stations or on 

the trains. Trains are a meeting point for groups – 

particularly Perth train station’ (service provider).

It’s always good to have friends you 
know have your back (10 year old BOY)

This is one of my best friends. We share everything. It’s good that we live close to each other. we support each other (12 year old GIRL)

For all Aboriginal young people, 
who took part in this research, 
their sense of ‘belonging’ and 
‘connection’ to their friends and 
peers was highlighted as a critical 
aspect in their lives. 

Service providers and parents also emphasised the 
importance of these relationships. One service provider 
noted that ‘young people like to ‘belong’ and being with 
other young people ‘hanging out’ gives them sense of 
belonging’.

Peer culture was seen to be more influential than parental 
values. Relationships within peer groups and social 
networks play a large role in fulfilling young peoples 
need to ‘connect’, receive support and find safety. For 
young people, public places such as the trains, stations, 
parks and the streets offer an open meeting place where 
socialising and connection can take place.

Hanging out on the trains, in particular, was seen as 
typical of young people’s behaviour in that it gave them 
the chance to get together, catch up with friends, and 
also formed a style of socialising. This sense of belonging 
is tied not only to others, but also to the space itself. 
The streets and trains are a mutual common ground, 
belonging to young people where they have some level of 
authority and can negotiate their own reality.

The research found that relationships with peers are the 
primary motivation for young people to ‘hang out’ on 
the streets. It is quite normal for young people to seek 
membership of a large group as a safe space to negotiate 
their own identity. One service provider noted that 
‘spending time with their friends in large groups allows 
young people to feel anonymous’. Adults who took part 
in the research recognised the need for young people to 
identify within their own cultural groups or communities, 
and that the streets and trains were the places where 
young people often felt comfortable to bond with others to 
share and learn from others. 
 

Influence of Peers
Friends and 
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My mother is Aboriginal, but she 
abandoned me and left me with my dad, 
but because both of them went to jail, 
now my gran’ma looks after me. I don’t 
know my mother and I don’t want to 
know her. She left me, so I don’t know 
much about my Aboriginal culture.   
(12 year old girl)

‘Hanging out’ on the streets or on 
the trains is often simply a part of 
young people engaging with their 
family, both immediate and more 
often extended family networks. 
Family relationships were described 
as a key part of what gave young 
people their sense of belonging. 

Interviews with young people on train trips found that 
friends and relatives rode trains with them since they had 
‘nothing better to do’. Being with family can also promote 
feelings of safety. When asked about what being safe 
meant, one Aboriginal young girl answered, simply, ‘my 
brother’, while another found safety in ‘...staying with my 
friends and my mum’.

Grandparents are also viewed as extremely important and 
highly respected sources for teaching traditional law and 
culture and, grandmothers in particular, provide a sense 
of security for Aboriginal children. Eleven per cent of the 
Aboriginal young people who took part in this study said 
they spend a lot of time in their grandparents’ care. 

This echoes the strong values of extended family and 
kinship networks of Aboriginal communities and is often 
seen as a protective factor for many children (Daly & 
Smith, 2005; Morphy, 2006).

Despite this, some service providers interviewed felt 
that young people who have high levels of street-
presence were often under their grandparents’ care 
or the care of other family members, because of either 
family breakdown or because their parents were away 
or unable to care for their children. 

However, it is unclear if living with certain caregivers 
makes a young person more likely to spend time on 
the streets or trains. The research findings suggest that 
unstable or unhealthy home environments, violence, 
substance abuse, and a lack of support are more likely 
to contribute to a young person’s street presence than 
who is providing the care. 

What is critical is the need to avoid generalisations 
about caregivers and what type of ‘care’ does or does 
not contribute to street presence. One service provider 
stated that ‘ it’s dangerous to make assumptions that the 
children of particular parents will allow their children to 
be street present- some parents do not ‘allow’ it’.

‘At night it is 
great to be 
on the trains 
meeting up 
with everyone, 
like friends, 
cousins, family 
or just people 
who are doing 
same thing’  
(15 year old girl). ‘[I find safety in]...being with an adult who can stand their ground in big crowds’ (12 year old boy)

‘Many parents are 
often struggling 
themselves with 
issues such as 
drugs and alcohol’ 
(service provider).

‘Sometimes the parents 
have problems or are 
dysfunctional. Other 
times students have ok 
family situations and 
parents/grandparents 
who really try to do 
things for them and are 
concerned about where 
they are and what they 
are doing’ (service provider).

Children around the world often get abused by their 

parents because it makes the parents feel powerful. I 

personally believe that children should be treated with 

respect. If parents want their children to respect them, 

they should respect their children. (12 Year Old Girl)

Family Dynamics
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While family relationships were viewed as 
supportive in the formation of young people’s 
positive identity, the research also clearly 
identified that families were often the cause 
of street presence, with young people stating 
that they were not always safe, comfortable, 
or welcome at home. 

Service providers, parents, and young people indicated that the main issues 
at home revolved around violence, overcrowding, drug and alcohol use, 
lack of involvement or interest by parents, and mental health issues. One 
service provider argued that the streets and trains were safer than at home 
as they provide a place where older young people could look after younger 
children. For many young people, these issues are a daily reality and were 
often a significant ‘push’ factor to spend time on the streets and on the 
trains. The question here is how do we better support the underlying issues 
that cause unsafe environments at home?

Some service providers and parents suggested that negative parenting 
behaviours influence street presence and that being on the streets and 
trains is neither a healthy activity nor a positive means to build identity. 
Fourteen per cent of Aboriginal young people did identified that they 
felt safe hanging out on the streets and that in some cases, the streets 
and trains were seen as a space where they seek refuge from troubles at 
home. This however is not to suggest that the streets or trains are a safe 
alternative for young people.  

When asked about ‘family dynamics’ seventeen per cent of Aboriginal 
young people stated that they liked to spend time at home and eight per 
cent stated that they would limit where they go to where their parents say 
they can. This could relate back to children’s desire for autonomy at this 
stage in their lives; however it also could potentially reveal a higher level 
of conflict in the household. Some young people indicated wanting to be 
anywhere their parents weren’t.
 
Young people can feel disempowered and overwhelmed by ‘too much 
violence’ (service provider) in the home. Associated feelings of ‘shame’ 
mean that going to the streets or riding on the trains may be used to 
disengage from this negative environment. In doing so, they are able to 
connect with friends and peers and potentially build an alternate identity 
away from the influence of their family. The research found that older 
children in particular developed this alternative identity by taking on new 
responsibilities, such as looking after younger children.

In the absence of positive adult role models at home, friendships on the 
streets can provide protection and alternative support structures, where 
young people can develop their identities. One service provided termed this 
their ‘Street Family’.

Unsafe 
Home Environments

‘Lots of kids here run away from home because their 

parents hurt them or abuse them because they are 

drunk or on drugs. I know some kids who hid up this air-

conditioning vent because they didn’t want people to find 

them. They stayed up there all weekend’ (11 year old boy) 

‘Domestic violence is prevalent 
and older kids will take the 
younger kids onto the trains 
as a safety plan’ (service provider).

‘I previously 
worked with a 
young person 
who reportedly 
chose to be 
street present 
as he felt safer 
sleeping with his 
friends on the 
streets than he 
did at home’  
(service provider).

‘Overcrowding at home, other 
siblings, domestic violence and 
drug and alcohol use in the 
home make it unpleasant for 
many students to be at home’ 
(service provider)

‘...in the streets and public places young 
people can exhibit leadership rather than 
feel powerless, like at home’ (service provider).
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Socioeconomic status has been shown to 
be influential in the formation of a young 
person’s identity (Skelton, 2013b). Young 
people are very aware of the wider world 
they live in; they are also aware of the 
social differences that often exist between 
themselves and others. 

For the young people surveyed, who they are and their identity, is 
in-part being defined by where they live and who they hang out with. 
Perception of how young people view themselves is clearly influenced 
by their perceived notions of social status and levels of disadvantage. 
This perception can influence the decisions they make and aspirations 
they have for themselves.

Young people’s street presence can also be influenced by boredom, 
and many families are unable to afford to provide their children with 
things that gain their interest and provide entertainment such as the 
X- Box, PlayStation, computers, or the Internet. One service provider 
called this, ‘teenage currency’. Without this ‘teenage currency’ young 
people already living in challenging situations with limited protective 
factors and significant risk factors may seek out alternative means 
and other avenues to entertain themselves. However, in respect to 
their limited resources, another service provider stated that if ‘young 
people do not have the money to afford other options or activities 
they will end up socialising where it is cheaper or free to spend time’, 
which is often on the streets or trains. 

This is not to say that only those from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds ‘hang out on the streets’. As one service provider 
stated, “Many ‘types’ of young people enjoy the streets– it’s a part of 
individuation”. The difference is that “financially secure young people 
can afford to, and have power to, choose other venues and activities”. 

Disadvantage
Poverty and 

Perth is home to lots of people. Just because we live in the suburbs doesn’t 

mean we don’t live in Perth. There are some suburbs that have violence and 
others don’t. (11 year old girl) 

Cause we live in the Ghetto 

bro, that’s it, we need to 

be strong, that’s how we 

survive out ‘ere  (12 year old boy).

I just go and hang out with my friends. They’re older 
so we do lots of different stuff. What’s the point of 
staying around here, I may as well go out. It’s more fun 
being in the street than being at home. (12 year old boy)

‘Stop fining kids on public transport. $100 fine does not 
prevent them from riding on the trains it just means they 
have already fallen in a hole they cannot get out of which 
will keep them unemployed longer, as not being able get 
a driver’s license means they have yet another barrier to 
employment and independence’ (service provider)
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Becoming independent and self-
reliant is a fundamental part of 
young people growing up and 
developing their sense of identity 
(Erikson, 1968). Young people’s 
stories give profound insight into the 
way they experience discrimination 
and the sense of negativity they 
often feel from those in authority, 
and the general public, who seem 
to mistrust them.  

Young people felt they are often linked to criminal 
behaviour simply because of their ethnicity, socio-
economic status or their age. Young people growing up in 
these social contexts are all too aware of the assumptions 
made by others and the way that adults treat them. This 
experience of discrimination only strengthens the divide, 
misunderstanding, and mistrust between young people 
and adults or authority figures. 

As an example of this discrimination, only a small 
percentage of young people indicated that they spent 
time at the local shops. Aboriginal young people in 
particular are less likely to spend time at ‘the local shops’ 
(4 per cent) than non-Aboriginal young people (19 per 
cent). At the shops, their presence can be easily observed, 
targeted and scrutinised. As a result of this discrimination, 

the research suggests that the streets and trains are a 
preferred alternative, a form of safe haven where young 
people feel a sense of freedom and group safety and 
where they are less noticeable. 

The research showed, however, that discrimination not 
only encourages feelings of inequality, but can become 
part of their identity and affect decisions young people 
make later in life. In particular, as young people begin to 
exert their desire and need for independence, issues of 
drug use, alcohol abuse and other ‘anti-social’ behaviour 
may become commonplace. 

When one fifteen year old girl was asked why she hangs 
out at the train station, she simply replied “This is where 
all the action is. You can’t find it anywhere else except 
the shopping centres, but they are controlled by security 
guards and too many white people watch you when they 
walk past. At the stations we meet and get drunk and 
have lots of fun. The transit officers may come sometimes 
and get off at the station but they go again and then we 
are free to do what we want”

This is not to say that all young people who are out on the 
streets and trains are engaging in such behaviours; what 
it does suggest is that continued discrimination of young 
people by authority figures, coupled with young people’s 
inherent desire for independence, may exacerbate poor 
decision making and anti-social behaviour, and in turn, 
young people rebel by acting out the behaviours that are 
already assumed of them.

Independence
Challenges to 

‘We like to ride bikes and muck around, but we’re 
always getting in trouble for it. Like, we do wheelies 
and stuff and they think we’re startin trouble or 
breaking stuff’ (12 year old boy).

‘Young people value their independence, and also don’t wish to rely on parents to get them places, or know where they are going’  (service provider).

‘Young people love to feel independent and 

explore and socialise and this can often mean 

they end up just walking around the streets or 

on public transport or in public places’. (service provider).

‘Lots of people reckon we are 
gonna steal stuff. We go into 
the shops and we have money 
to pay for things, but then the 
security just starts following 
us around. Then they tell us 
to leave. They even ask us to 
empty our pockets. I feel like I 
can’t be trusted’ (13 year old girl).
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‘I feel young people are unfairly targeted and I think it is an infringement on their human rights. They were doing no harm at all’  (service provider).

Young people also indicated 
that they sometimes do not feel 
welcome in their communities 
based on racism, prejudice 
and discrimination and clearly 
expressed a desire for change. 

Young people feel that they experience discrimination, or 
negative attitudes towards them, for crimes or behaviours 
that they have not done; Aboriginal young people in 
particular encounter further racism and discrimination 
based on their Aboriginality. These negative attitudes are 
experienced as labelling by the general public as well as 
discrimination from those in authority. 

Discriminatory or negative attitudes towards young 
people frame the way they build their identities. Research 
has found that young people who experience prejudice 
are more likely to feel that opportunities are not equal 
and that their identity and culture are not valued. This 

may encourage diminished feelings of self-worth, lowered 
self-esteem and lead them to question the identity they 
are trying to construct for themselves. This is particularly 
prominent for Aboriginal young people who experience 
prejudice through many aspects of their lives (Kickett-
Tucker, 2009; Mellor, 2003; Paradies, 2006). 

Adults agree that discrimination is a problem for young 
people. Negative attitudes towards young people 
perpetuate crime based ‘solutions’ rather than viewing 
street presence as a stage in which these young people 
are developing their identities. Solutions such as the 
‘stop and search’ laws and disbanding groups of 12 
people or more, have had limited impact on dealing 
with the problem of street presence (Save the Children, 
2011) or have led to direct discrimination against 
Aboriginal young people (Russell, 2003). As a result, 
Aboriginal young people are subject to unfair scrutiny 
and misunderstandings of how they use public spaces. 
Despite raising critical questions of the impact of these 
policies on individual human rights, the opportunity to 
promote positive youth development is lost. 

in the Community
Discrimination 

This photo of the Aboriginal Flag represents lots of 
different Aboriginal Tribes. It represents my family, my 
culture and me. It represents the racism that exists in 
Australia between blacks and whites and different skin 
tones. I feel that as Aboriginal people we can’t be trusted 
because we are black. We often get blamed and get racist 
looks and comments for things that one person might do 
in our communities.  (11 year old girl) 

‘This flag represents our state. I feel that there is a 
lot of bad stuff that happens in this state like drugs, 
alcohol and crime. The police don’t really do anything 
about it’ (9 year old boy). ‘I feel that Aboriginal people are just as important as White people. White people are on Aboriginal land and I feel that Aboriginal people should be respected in the way that White people are respected’ (12 year old boy).

‘When I was in year 2 everyone was asked to put our handprint on the wall. It makes me remember all the kids that left. It reminds me of my culture and how Aboriginals did their paintings in the past. I feel that lots of people think that Aboriginals are bad and stuff because they drink’ (12 year old boy).

‘Oy, what about that time when 
we were at the park an’ them 
coppers came and started askin 
us questions. They always do 
that. They always search us for 
drugs and stuff’ (12 year old boy).

Sometimes when we walk from 
school, the police come up to us 
and start asking questions. They 
often chase us for no reason. 
This makes me feel angry. I think 
they chase us because we are 
Aboriginal and we are a different 
culture to them (10 year old boy)
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Safety is an important factor which 
influences where young people 
choose to spend their time. 

Over half (56 per cent) of Aboriginal young people who took 
part in this research chose where they spend their time based 
on three factors: whether it will be exciting, safe, and whether 
their friends are going. To them, the streets and the trains 
fulfil these criteria creating a feeling of safety, which may be 
perceived differently by others. This perception of safety is 
influenced by their sense of connection to the other people 
present, rather than the physical space in which they choose 
to ‘hang out’. 

One service provider stated that the trains are a ‘safe and 
easy form of transport’ and do offer some level of safety 
for Aboriginal young people since they ‘are always well lit 
with lots of traffic around’. The trains are ‘warm and dry in 
winter and light at night time’. They are an easy meeting 
place, especially as there is ‘nowhere else to go that provides 
shelter, warmth, cool and provides a variety of human 
contact’ (various service providers). The streets and trains are 
often the most viable spaces for young people to spend time.

However, while some young people do see the streets and 
trains as safer than other environments, around one quarter 
of Aboriginal young people indicated that they did not feel 
safe on the trains, either because something had happened 
to make them stay away or because it was unpredictable. 
Unsafe environments are not always caused by other young 
people who behave in anti-social ways, but rather other 
adults and strangers. 

There is a possibility that the policies and actions of those 
in authority may have the potential to worsen the situation, 
which could potentially make the trains and streets even 
more unsafe by placing young people at higher risk. One 
service provider stated that ‘…transit officers are fining young 
people with no money for not having a ticket, then kick them 
off the train in an at-risk environment; this scares the young 
people I work with’.

Streets and Trains
Safety on the 

‘This is the first time I’ve seen a bottle that hasn’t been 

broken at the park. Once they get drunk lots of people 

end up throwing bottles around to break them. Most 

of the time they end up throwing them at each other’ 

(11 year old girl). ‘I took this photo of dead grass. For me this 
shows that if the grass was greener at school 
and in the community it would look better. I feel 
that there is too much graffiti and parky’s (the 
people that sit in the park and get drunk). They 
often try to abuse people that walk past and 
try to lure them to go with them. This makes me 
feel scared and unsafe’ (girl, age unspecified). 

This is a photo of the skate park. This is where people from my school hang out and I feel scared for them because of all things they are often exposed to like drugs and alcohol. I don’t appreciate the pub been so close to a public park where children play. Some of the kids at the park get adults to buy alcohol for them.(12 year old girl) 

‘What is wrong with our public or private 
spaces is that Aboriginal people can no longer 
have meeting places where they feel safe and 
can engage in safe activities’ (service provider).

‘...at night it [the train] can be dangerous for girls 

because there’s all these, um old men trying to 

call you and they say stuff to you’ (13 year old girl). 
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‘Both [Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal] groups get involved in risky behaviour and both share a binge drinking culture. Some are more seen than others; some have access to more money than others. This determines where they ‘hang out’, what they consume and what they do’  (service provider).

It is easy to take the view that the streets and 
trains are unsafe and full of risk for young 
people. It is also often viewed that punitive 
interventions, such as policing and stop-and-
search laws are effective ways of mitigating 
that risk as they prevent young people from 
engaging in risky behaviour. However, risk 
can be viewed as a normal part of a young 
person’s development. 

The aim of adults should not be to prevent young people taking risks, but 
to guide them through their risk taking stages of development and create 
healthy environments in which normal risk taking can occur or alternative 
optimal decision making can be made. The literature on identity formation 
indicates that risk-seeking behaviour is healthy and common in adolescence 
in searching for autonomy, identity and approval from peers. Young people 
need to take risks in order to develop their resilience or ability to bounce back 
from adversity (Unger, 2006; Unger et al., 2007; Unger et al, 2008).

The research found that young people are prone to being drawn into risk 
taking behaviours by others as a normal part of their identity development. 
Adults identified that young people will want to socialise with others, and 
often this socialising will take the form of drinking. This is a recognised 
national problem and common to the Perth metropolitan area.

Risky behaviour is about establishing one’s own identity and gaining 
acceptance among peers. Engaging in risky behaviours is ‘exciting’ and 
‘cool’ and a way to have ‘cheap thrills’ (service provider). Some young people 
may be under peer pressure to prove themselves, while ‘those with low self-
esteem may engage in risky behaviour to be accepted by their peers’. 

Risk can however become disproportionately attributed to marginalised 
communities and is undoubtedly influenced by many factors, such as lack of 
resources and access to relatively secure places to engage in risky activities, 
such as parent’s homes. Aboriginal young people stated that they spend 
much less time at parties in people’s homes (3 per cent) as compared with 
non-Aboriginal young people (17 per cent).

Partially due to more visible risky behaviour, Aboriginal young people often 
perceive themselves as singled out and the target of crime prevention 
interventions. Identifying Aboriginal young people as ‘at risk’ can further 
marginalise them; such labels may impact on cultural pride, creativity, and 
resilience. At the same time, these labels ignore larger societal contexts, which 
have an impact on disadvantage (Bond, 2005; Martin, 2006; te Riele, 2006).

There is an obvious tension between young people doing activities, which 
can involve some risk, and a societal response where such behaviour is 
considered criminal and punitively dealt with.

Risky Behaviour

‘Students can 
get drawn into 
undesirable 
situations 
because of the 
friendships that 
they make at 
school. Also 
they sometimes 
simply seem 
drawn to 
risk taking 
behaviours’ 
(service provider).

‘Very few young people like to spend their 
Friday nights at home with Mum and Dad. 
Whether the home environment is safe or 
not, it is in the youth culture to go out, 
party and drink’ (service provider).

‘Western Suburb kids 

hang out at parties, 

behind closed doors; 

Aboriginal kids hang 

out outside’ (service provider).

‘I took this photo because the train is good. When we go to parties and stuff, it is the easiest way to travel. It’s exciting to get on the train’ (13 year old girl). 
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‘Yeh, even like 
kids who are 8 
or 9 do it [smoke 
marijuana] I 
reckon they do 
it cause they see 
their parents sit 
around and do it’ 
(12 year old boy)

‘Western Suburb kids 

hang out at parties, 

behind closed doors; 

Aboriginal kids hang 

out outside’ (service provider).

The trains and streets offer opportunities for 
interactions between boys and girls. During 
these interactions, young people often 
take risks in order to impress others and, in 
the process, develop their identity. Through 
‘hanging out’ on the streets, young people 
are forming their own sense of morality, a key 
aspect to the development of identity during 
adolescence (Erikson, 1968). 

For some of the girls their physical appearance was extremely important 
in developing both a personal and a social identity. Two 11 year old girls 
indicated that a few of their 13 year old peers were already engaging 
in risky sexual behaviour; they were particularly judgemental that this 
behaviour was starting at such an early age, however they saw it as a 
result of peer pressure and something that was not out of the norm. 

Young people also identified the influence of drugs and alcohol in their 
community as a big concern. They linked access to alcohol and drugs as 
the cause for violence and abuse in homes and the streets. They also made 
many references to “druggies” and the impact that they have on the lives 
of children and young people’s safety. Out of the young people interviewed, 
25 per cent of Aboriginal young people indicated that they often spend 
their Friday and/or Saturday nights out ‘drinking or doing drugs’.

In this context of crime and broken families, the young people said they 
often struggle with the fact that there are preconceived notions about 
who they are or who they will become. In most cases, they said that as 
part of their social identity, they are often blamed for wandering around in 
their community and taking part in criminal behaviour, such as destroying 
and vandalising the community, stealing, and selling drugs. This blame is 
often placed on young people regardless of whether or not they actually 
participated in these activities. 

Alcohol and Violence
Normalisation of Sex, Drugs,

‘I think girls should 
stop going to parties 
and getting drunk and 
stuff, cause they are 
too young. They are like 
12, 13 or 14 and stuff’ 
(11 year old girl)

‘The other day I went to a friend’s house to sleep over 

and his mum’s sitting there and um, she’s like, do you 

want a bong or something? And I was like, um no. Her 

son is only like in year 4’ (12 year old boy). 

Too many people use physical contact to solve problems and all it does is make it worse. I think we should use words instead. (11 Year Old Girl)

This house was blown up because the people who lived there did drugs and never paid what they owed. When I see things like this, it makes me feel sad and I wish I could change it. This proves that if people do drugs, it never ends well. (11 year old girl)

‘People buy their goons and 
stuff and then they go and 
sit at the park and all the 
younger boys will go and sit 
there and have a drink with 
them’ (12 year old boy) 

‘You should see 
how many kids 
go to parties 
these days... Lots 
of girls aren’t 
virgins anymore 
and they are 13. 
That’s how the 
generation is now’(11 year old girl)



2322

‘All us boys got called in to the office once cause 
some people broke into the school on a weekend 
and we got blamed for it. It wasn’t us. Then that 
teacher told us to go and find out who did it. How 
are we s’pposed know?’ (12 year old boy).

Educational settings play a 
major role in the development 
of identity and future possibilities 
for all young people. A strong 
outcome of this research is that 
young people do see some 
connection with schools as 
social environments where they 
can meet up with friends and 
develop relationships. 

However, many young people also discussed the 
challenges of discipline and being misunderstood in 
the school environment and clearly indicated that 
the formal school setting is often at odds with their 
personal opinions and even culture.

Statistics clearly indicate that Aboriginal young 
people have lower educational outcomes compared 
to non-Aboriginal young people; the mean scores 
for achievement in reading and numeracy of Year 
9 Aboriginal students in WA are not only lower 
than that of their non-Aboriginal classmates, but 
also lower than that of non-Aboriginal students 
in Year 7. The reasons for this are often attributed 
to lower socioeconomic status, family dynamics 
and substance use. However, literature has also 
noted that education should be culturally relevant 
and meaningful to Aboriginal students. Cultural 

Education and
Aspirations

This photo reminds me of a story that I haven’t 

heard in a long time; the story of Billy Goat’s 

Gruff. It reminds me that if I really want 

something I can get it. (12 year old boy) 

exclusion, teachers’ expectations, and non-inclusion 
of Aboriginal worldviews in the curriculum may also 
be related to these statistics.  (Australian Curriculum, 
Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA), 2012)

When asked whether they felt they had everything 
needed to achieve their dreams, 27 per cent of 
Aboriginal young people said ‘no’. Many issues may 
impede Aboriginal young people from reaching their 
ambitions, including lower engagement in formal 
education, difficulties accessing career guidance, 
lack of family support or role models, institutional 
racism, and culturally inappropriate environments. 

We know that young people must negotiate the 
disadvantages they face in the process of forming 
their identity and this research indicates that despite 
certain adversities, young people are still dreaming 
and planning for the future. A key strength that young 
people highlighted throughout this research has been 
the importance of, and connection to, their Aboriginal 
culture and how it is something they feel proud of, 
however are also often also discriminated for.  

Despite being surrounded by so many challenges 
in their lives, many young people expressed that 
they feel good about themselves when they are 
given opportunities and are treated with respect 
by others in community and society. Schools will 
remain a place where these opportunities will 
derive. Aboriginal young people and the education 
system must learn and adapt together to identify 
the best way of engaging and respectfully teaching 
Aboriginal children.

‘It’s hard to walk in our shoes sometimes. For us girls, it’s hard anyway. You have to look a certain way and if you don’t, we get called names, and um, looked at funny, and it’s even worse for us because we’re Aboriginal’ (13 year old girl).
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‘Encourage a 
community inspired 
approach that can 
increase the local 
community’s capacity 
to engage the young 
people living in the 
local area. There are 
very little activities 
for youth at risk 
that are appropriate 
and consistent’ 
(service provider).

The phrase of ‘nowhere else to go’ was 
repeatedly used by young people, 
service providers and parents to explain 
why young people ‘hang out’ on the 
train or streets. This was explored further 
by identifying ways in which the spaces 
where young people like to congregate 
could be developed. 

The streets and trains are a free space, where young people can 
explore their identity through personal interests and connect 
with friends in ways they themselves decide. If programs want 
to emulate this or vie for the attention of these young people, 
they must connect with them in the same way, or provide them 
with the same opportunities. Aboriginal young people are 
highly influenced by their personal interests and their friends’ 
interests, and less so by specific events being held.  Aboriginal 
young people stated that they prefer to engage with broader 
networks of friends in safe places that allow them to express 
their independence. In this respect, the streets and trains allow 
them to connect with more friends on a broader scale than other 
youth activities. Young people supported the idea of organised 
group activities near train stations, or to rework train stations and 
use these as alternative spaces to engage. Suggestions included 
sport, dance parties or discos and utilising the train stations as 
space that would allow them to exhibit their own talents.

Research has noted that disadvantaged young people are less 
likely to participate and stay involved in organised programs and 
found that service providers often try to ‘make young people fit 
their programs’, rather than developing programs that meet the 
needs and interests of young people. Young people’s opinions, 
interests and thoughts should be the driver of program design. 
The Photovoice project was particularly successful amongst 
Aboriginal young people who felt it gave them a voice. 

When young people do engage in programs, it is often based 
on whether the program meets their interests, such as sport, 
music and art, and more importantly it depends on whether 
their friends are there. The need to connect with culture and 
spirituality is also particularly strong for Aboriginal young 
people, such as programs that bring in strong connection to 
local Aboriginal Elders, community and cultural activities. Adults 
were similarly aware of the need for young people to develop 
their cultural identity within a traditional space. The inclusion of 
Elders, as well as other family and community members, in the 
formation of cultural spaces where young people can express 
themselves is particularly important. 

The research found that young people are more likely to 
participate in programs that are respected within the community 
and their families. To achieve this, families and the community 
must be given the opportunity to engage in the formulation and 
design of such programs.

Programs
Youth Engagement 

‘This is a photo of a netball ring. This photo is about 

kids that don’t play as much as other kids. There are 

quite a few out of school programs that help kids 

play sport in the community. We need to get out 

there and be more active’ (11 year old girl)

‘Young people often 
don’t want to be told 
what to do, especially 
if they just want to 
hang out - which may 
be a reason they avoid 
youth centres or 
community places that 
are specifically for 
young people’ 
(service provider).

‘Local community 
groups providing 
activities. Not 
NGO’s but the 
local community, 
fathers, uncles 
etc. It’s a cliché 
but it takes a 
village to raise  
a child’ (service provider).

‘The young people 
will have far more 
commitment to their 
own culture than 
this white man’s 
intervention via “Hired 
NGO’s” that only 
operates as long 
as the funding (and 
political will) is there’ 
(service provider).

‘I took this picture because I wanted to show that Photovoice has bought happiness to us children. Photovoice has been a great opportunity for me to speak up with confidence and courage. I learnt to look at my community in a different way’ (12 year old girl).
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This report gives voice to 
Aboriginal children and young 
people who spend time on the 
streets and trains. It argues that 
unfairly viewing these young 
people as criminals is not only 
discriminatory it is a clear violation 
of their Child Rights. 

These young people have to navigate the complexities 
of family, community and society that influence who 
they become and the identities they develop. If we 
begin to view children and young people as inherently 
good, despite their challenging environment we begin 
to see how even the most ‘at-risk’ young people have 
strengths and opportunities. 

Most young people identified the importance of 
friendship and the ways in which these relationships 
help them to find love, trust and security. Not only do 
these relationships allow young people the space to 
feel like they belong, they also help them to develop 
a positive sense of identity. Influenced by their peers, 
families, communities, and culture, young people 
with high levels of street-presence are navigating 
difficult, and sometimes dangerous, social and physical 
environments through which they are learning how to 
become young adults. 

The streets and trains are an easy, affordable and 
accessible space in which young people feel they can 
develop relationships, assert their independence and 
freedom, and find a sense of belonging with similar 
young people. The trains can also provide some young 

people with a relatively safe space to congregate in 
order to escape challenges of family violence, drug and 
alcohol abuse, and overall unsafe home environments. 
Counter to this, many young people also found the 
streets and trains to be equally as unsafe as their home 
lives, however they still found themselves navigating 
this space.

While education facilities and youth engagement 
programs were found to be important from a social 
perspective, they were often lacking in terms of 
providing culturally appropriate spaces to support 
identity development. Instead, the trains and streets 
were found to allow young people to identify with 
their cultural groups and find a safe place in which to 
navigate the transition from child to adulthood. 

But the trains and streets do present a real risk to young 
people who spend time in these places. Problems 
of drugs and alcohol abuse, violence, and sexual 
behaviours place young people at risk from other 
people or adults engaging in the same space.  It was 
found that Aboriginal young people were more likely 
to be engaging in overt risky behaviour and without 
more access to protective information or safer spaces in 
which to participate in these behaviours young people 
‘hanging out’ on the streets face disproportionate risk. 

All children have the right to survival and development, 
full participation in society, and life without 
discrimination. This report highlights that currently 
Aboriginal young people living in the South East 
Corridor of Perth are not fully attaining their rights 
and that a serious rethink is needed of our youth 
development initiatives in order for our government, 
non-government, and community responses to 
adequately support these young people to have full 
access to their Child Rights.

Conclusions
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Report CardChild Rights 

Save the Children Australia is calling for 
a systemic paradigm shift in the thinking, 
attitudes, and actions taken towards 
Aboriginal young people who spend time 
on the streets and trains late at night. 
The current systems, policies, funding, 
services, and even language are posing 
gross violations to these young people’s 
rights to non-discrimination, survival 
and development, and participation in 
society. Overall, we are failing to look 
after the best interests of our children and 
young people. 

Right to Non-Discrimination  
Aboriginal children and young people are experiencing 
institutional racism and discrimination based on their 
ethnicity, cultural background, socio-economic status, 
and presenting behaviours. Young people are being 
labelled as criminals and institutional responses are more 
often punitive and based on a deficit model that further 
disempowers and disadvantages them.

Recommendations:
• That governments, service providers, and the 

wider community avoid the discriminatory 
practice of unfairly framing street-present 
young people as criminals and delinquents. 
Young people who are on the streets and trains are 
often simply seeking an environment where they can 
find a sense of belonging. Schools, support services, 
statutory interventions, and future policy and 
research needs to be framed from a positive identity 
perspective in order to find constructive solutions to 
the challenges young people face as they develop 
and experience life’s complexities. 

• That more attention and research needs 
to be focused on how the current punitive 
approaches, racist ideologies, and systemic 
lack of culturally appropriate support are 
prohibiting young people from achieving 
and realising their aspirations.

Right to Survival and Development 
Aboriginal children and young people are falling short 
of realising their right to survival, safety, development 
and protection. More often, responses to street-presence 
disregard the complex environment with which children 
are living and pay little attention to the deeply imbedded 
historical trauma, family dysfunction, and institutional 
discrimination, which are often the underlying causes 
behind young people’s street presence and risk-taking 
behaviour. 

Recommendations:
• That governments and service providers 

prioritise early intervention initiatives, 
which support the development of 
Aboriginal children from earlier ages 
through their teenage years. Children are 
aware of, and are engaging in, risky behaviours 
at younger ages than in previous generations. If 
services wish to engage children and young people 
in supportive development programs, those programs 
will need to target children at younger ages than 
current commonly practiced youth services. Early 
intervention initiatives should act preventively and 
provide a solid foundation for youth development.

• That governments and service providers 
take into account the underlying causes of 
young peoples’ street-presence by working 
with care-givers, families and wider kinship 
networks. Beyond providing social outlets for young 
people, programs need to work to develop young 
people’s engagement and connection with their 
families and communities, along with underlying 
issues that families may have, such as family 
violence, which are often the main barriers to positive 
development. This could be achieved through 
partnerships with services that provide culturally 
appropriate family support and case-management 
or through programs that provide positive role-
modelling and mentoring.

Right to Participation 
Overwhelmingly young people felt excluded from 
society and stated their voice is not being heard in most 
aspects of their lives; and they often felt misunderstood 
and misjudged. Additionally, the limited opportunities 
for culturally appropriate and accessible pro-social 
activities for Aboriginal young people leads to further 
disempowerment and disengagement from mainstream 
society and exacerbates young people’s street presence.  

Recommendations:
• That governments and service providers 

prioritise culturally appropriate youth 
development, diversion, and leadership 
programs, which engage young people in 
pro-social activities that foster empowerment, 
positive peer culture, and participation in 
society. Activities are more likely to have long-term 
positive impacts in young people’s lives if they aim to 
foster an environment of positive peer culture through 
building on young people’s strengths, providing strong 
role-modelling, and identifying and listening to their 
inherent potential.

• That youth development programs at 
all levels, from schools and diversionary 
programs to tertiary interventions, need to 
be designed with young people, not for them. 

Programs designed and delivered in participation 
with young people will be able to capitalise on 
their interests and will likely be more culturally 
appropriate and more effective at engaging and build 
trust with young people.

• That governments and service providers 
prioritise opportunities and activities 
that foster the wider community’s voice. 
Activities such as Participatory Action Research 
projects actively engage young people and seek 
their opinions, thoughts, desires and aspirations for 
their future. Young people need to be engaged in 
identifying the issues they face and be supported in 
identifying pathways to their development and full 
participation in society.

Best Interests of the Child 
At present the predominant responses to young 
people’s street presence are clearly reactive to the wider 
community outrage of misperceived criminality and are 
not derived from, or developed to, look after the best 
interest of children and young people in the community. 
Furthermore, these punitive approaches are often 
reflected in the Government’s rigid funding framework 
for youth programming, which limits non-government 
organisation’s ability to develop tailored and innovative 
responses to contemporary issues. 

Recommendation:
• That all services should work openly with, 

and be guided by, their local Aboriginal 
communities, including young people, 
families, and community Elders, to develop 
culturally appropriate programs, which 
are tailored to look after the best interests 
and needs of children in ways that those 
communities see fit. Engaging Aboriginal 
Elders in youth development programs to promote 
culture and tradition has the potential to strengthen 
young people’s cultural identity and establish a 
sense of belonging in their community. Culture and 
tradition are fundamental parts of a young person’s 
spiritual, emotional, social, and physical identity 
and intrinsically related to pride in self and the 
community, self-esteem, and confidence. Young 
people are also more likely to participate in programs 
that are respected within their communities. 

• That government funding for youth services 
need to be responsive to the differing 
needs and best interests of children in 
each community, broadened to encompass 
children of younger ages, and focused on 
youth development outcomes to be able to 
achieve lasting impacts for children, young 
people, families, and the community. 
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