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As the Aboriginal Children’s Forum (ACF) entered its 10th year, members acknowledged the strength of the working relationship between Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs), Community Service Organisations (CSOs) and the Victorian Government, highlighting the continuing commitment from Minister for Children, Lizzie Blandthorn and the Secretary of the Department of Families, Fairness and Housing (DFFH).  
Led by Jason Kanoa, CEO of Victorian Aboriginal Children and Young People’s Alliance (VACYPA) and Professor Aunty Muriel Bamblett, CEO of the Victorian Aboriginal Child and Community Agency (VACCA), the ACF reviewed and amended the final draft of the refreshed Wungurilwil Gapgapduir (WWGGD) Agreement, which included an initial 18-month Implementation Plan. The ACF provided feedback on and endorsed new reporting and governance arrangements to strengthen the implementation and monitoring of Wungurilwil Gapgapduir.  To maintain momentum and focus on actions, regional and state-based discussions commenced on how to deliver the first wave of milestones in the new Implementation Plan. It was agreed that the Implementation Plan should be flexible in adapting to opportunities arising from the Yoorrook Justice Commission.  
For the first time, the ACF provided direct feedback to DFFH on the highest priority investment areas for the 2025-26 Victorian State budget cycle which included:
·       Early intervention focused on embedding Aboriginal family decision-making and family finding across all work for at-risk families, especially unborn reports 
·       Aboriginal Knowledge and Practice Centre for children and families 
·       Grow community protecting Boorais and Aboriginal Children in Aboriginal Care (ACAC)
·       Aboriginal workforce and infrastructure 
·       Increased financial support for carers of Aboriginal children and young people. 
These investment priorities will ensure the refreshed WWGGD Strategy can be delivered and supports a whole of government approach to workforce, infrastructure, and evidence. It should be noted that all parties recognised the urgency and criticality of growing the Aboriginal sector workforce.   
A presentation was received from Meena Singh, Commissioner for Aboriginal Children and Young People, on the recently published report, Let us Learn: Systemic inquiry into the educational experiences of children and young people in out-of-home care. Angela Singh and Stephen Fraser from the Department of Education shared the Victorian Government’s reflections to the Inquiry’s recommendations, including the importance of creating a culturally safe place in school settings for all Aboriginal children and their families. The ACF agreed it was important to consider and support the recommendations from the systemic inquiry report, including carers and schools working more closely, greater collaboration across Victorian departments, a stronger connection between cultural plans and educational outcomes, and stronger action to address racism. The ACF committed to work collaboratively with the DFFH, Department of Education and other departments and agencies as necessary to improve educational outcomes for Aboriginal children. 
While the ACCOs caucused around the impact of Treaty and Yoorrook, government officials and CSOs discussed how to best respond to the Productivity Commission’s Recommendation 3 - Mainstream systems and culture need to be fundamentally rethought.  This was a robust discussion that identified several structural and cultural change drivers.  Some examples included:
·       Know when to stand up and when to walk alongside
·       Bring ACCOs to the table at the outset and continue to engage to get advice and support 
·       Call out unconscious bias as racist behaviour   
·       Incentivise senior staff and be more prescriptive of what needs to be done 
·       Build individual responsibilities into performance and development discussions to advance self determination 
·       Move to outcomes-based funding where possible, as this approach is more flexible and self-determining
·       Embed Statement of Recognition to rethink how we work with ACCOs, individual children, families Elders and community. 
 
The Aboriginal Children in Aboriginal Care (ACAC) program continues to grow, with Rumbalara Aboriginal Co-operative anticipated to move to full authorisation in coming months and new teams being established at the VACCA and the Ballarat and District Aboriginal Co-operative.  Two further ACCOs, Gippsland and East Gippsland Aboriginal Co-operative and Goolum Goolum Aboriginal Co-operative are moving to the “As if” stage. The growth of this initiative is a practical demonstration of the strong commitment of ACCOs and the Victorian Government to Aboriginal self-determination, and it helps to ensure that Aboriginal organisations and communities support more Aboriginal children and their families. 
VACCA supported the VACYPA as the representative body for regional ACCOs delivering child and family services. The ACF also agreed VACYPA is the representative on their behalf for Ngaweeyan Maar-oo, a key partner in overseeing Victoria’s action on the National Agreement on Closing the Gap. 
The ACF host organisation, Wathaurong Aboriginal Co-operative (Wathaurong), shared its journey over recent years from changing its constitution to the many initiatives that have improved service access and created safe spaces for children, young people and families to gather.  ACF members were invited to visit the youth-designed Karroong Kanyool, which means "Home of the Young", in the Wadda Wurrung language.  This local space is where young mob can come together and connect through culture and healing.  It includes access to dedicated medical rooms for youth to access GP and mental health supports, a sensory room, computer labs, chill-out spaces, an outdoor basketball half-court, yarning circles, and a fire pit, and there will be after-school and holiday programs for all ages. 
All members of the ACF congratulated Professor Muriel Bamblett, CEO of the Victorian Aboriginal Child & Community Agency, for being awarded the NAIDOC 2024 Person of the Year.  Aunty Muriel has led VACCA as CEO for 25 years, tirelessly advocating for and advancing the interests of Aboriginal children, families and young people in Victoria. 
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