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Spreads Like 
Wildfire

The Barang work of empowering young 
people fills the void for young people 
by connecting them to culture and 
lighting a flame that is steering them in 
the right direction.

Jai McEwen

Why this?
I’m Jai and I’m a proud wailwan/wiradjuri man 
who has spent 8 years on Darkinjung Country. I 
know that empowering our young people is 
important because I was one of those 
disconnected young people. Because I am not 
from here, I was able to find a connection to this 
community and gain a deeper connection to my 
culture through the Barang Empowered Youth 
Summit two years ago. I understood the message 
that the Youth Summit sends us about culture, 
connection and leading, and the need to play my 
part. I am also watching and listening to what this 
means for my four younger brothers. Through the 
Youth Summit we have found a place here where 
we are connected to culture and community after 
moving around a lot. The Central Coast feels like 
home, and I want to give back, so I am doing this 
by working with Barang on empowering young 
people.

Connecting and working on leadership through 
culture and country is important to Aboriginal 
young people. It gives you a sense of belonging as 
it can feel quite empty when you are longing for 
that connection to culture. Being Aboriginal 
almost feels like just a word. The Barang work of 
empowering young people fills the void for young 
people by connecting them to culture and lighting 
a flame that is steering them in the right direction. 
From a whole of community perspective, we are  
committed and invested in our young people. The 
design of our work and everything we do in the 
community is informed by young people with our 
advocacy work based on youth advocating for 
what they need and want.



Youth Impact Story

Under the wing

Why this is important: At the 2024 Empowered 
Youth Summit, one young person approached a 
member of the Barang Youth Team for a one-to-one 
conversation. What followed was a vulnerable story 
from the young person about their experience and 
disconnection. Without the Youth Summit, this 
conversation would have never happened, and this 
highlights the importance of these opportunities for 
young people to get together, talk and connect. 
What changed: For the young person, they felt a 
sense of connection, and had a safe space created 
for them to open. 
What happened (the magic): This was magic 
because the space was culturally safe and young 
people were connecting and talking about the 
issues that matter to them. 

Source Barang Youth Team February 2025

If not now, then when? 
On the Central Coast we have the fastest growing 
population of Aboriginal youth in Australia. 
According to 2021 RIFIC estimates there are 
21,026 Aboriginal people living on the central 
coast and 53% are under the age of 24. 

Yet everything stays the same for young people 
so when will it change for us? It can't get any 
worse, we are overrepresented, stigmatised and 
what is happening to Aboriginal young people on 
the Central Coast is not good enough.

We are wanting to amplify the advocacy that our 
young people are doing for themselves not focus 
on fixing deficits, so we are focusing on strength 
building. We know as a team of young people, 
that young people need to be given opportunities 
and a shining light for their path. Empowering 
youth is about future proofing and ensuring 
leadership for our Aboriginal Community so the 
next generation can step in when older 
generations step out, particularly within our 
Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations. 
We are investing in our young people now so that 
they are part of the system, and they can step in 
and be our next leaders.



Youth Impact Story

Changes

Why this is important: This story is about me 
and my work as a youth volunteer. Being a 
youth volunteer at the Youth Summit has 
helped myself and other young people to find 
connections and there are huge benefits from 
this. 
What changed: The youth summit became the 
way for me to connect with other young people 
on the central coast. And this is just one of the 
many stories we have had from the Youth 
Summit about its impact and the effects it has 
had on young people. 
What happened (the magic): This was magic 
because having Aboriginal young people 
together in cultural surroundings supports 
connection between young people. In this 
environment there are opportunities for all. 

Source Indepdendent Young Person from 
Youth Summit - April 2025

Why Barang?

Lived experience is everything, it provides context 
and understanding in the face of assumptions. The 
youth team is youth led, we live it, are part of it, and 
understand it. As young Aboriginal people we face 
the same issues as the young people we work with. 
These are the same issues that we are advocating 
for, and in our advocacy, we are walking beside our 
young people and elevating their voice.

 Within gili-dhi muru, we work for community, and 
we are deadly serious in our intent, as we know we 
are responsible for the care and elevation of young 
people. It's on us to try and strive to make change. 
At the community level, someone needs to guide 
the work, and we are accountable through our 
authority drawn from community.

The gili-dhi muru program and the Youth 
Empowerment Agenda was designed from the 
experiences of young people. The Empowered 
Youth Summits’ genesis came from an initial 
experience of a young person attending a youth 
interagency meeting where they were the youngest 
person by 40 years in attendance. Why are these 
decisions being made about young people without 
young people being involved in the conversation?  
From this we identified that youth empowerment 
was a priority, that we needed to elevate the voice 
of young people, and we needed to elevate young 
people to do this for themselves (see Fishbone 
Contibution Diagram).
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Our next steps

As Barang Regional Alliance, we understand that 
youth is a massive chunk of our population and 
as the regional governance structure, it's up to 
Barang to push elevation of the voices of young 
people as a key priority under our Regional 
Development Agenda. Barang is working as the 
umbrella for the Darkinjung Community, but we 
work for and with community on this issue. We've 
listened together through our events such as the 
Empowered Youth Summit and through data 
collection in our community surveys. We have 
taken this information; while empowering our 
young people and we have advocated for their 
elevation at local, state and national levels. 
Despite everything, despite set back after set 
back, we stand up and we keep going.

As young people, in the gili-dhi muru team, we 
are ensuring that young people are empowered, 
organisations meet their needs, and they live 
long and prosperous lives. With our community’s 
social license, we bring a broad understanding of 
the priorities and needs of young people, and we 
are amplifying these through building cycles of 
leadership. In short, we make sure that young 
people are given opportunities to develop for 
themselves. When we elevate one person the 
impact flows on to others and when 
opportunities connect community, support 
spreads like an inferno. Empowerment of our 
young people is spreading like wildfire. 
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