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[bookmark: _Toc213012677]Acknowledgment of Country 

We, the Youth Council, acknowledge the Wadawurrung People as the Traditional Owners of the land where we all live, learn, work and dream. We pay our respects to their Elders past and present, and to all emerging leaders. We walk alongside the Wadawurrung and all First Nations People to build an inclusive and respectful Geelong and to care for Country so it can thrive. We honour their deep spiritual connection to Country, plants and animals. Where the soil beneath our feet, the water in our streams, and the sun rising in the sky carry stories passed down through the generations. We extend our acknowledgement to all First Nations people who are part of Greater Geelong community today.   

[bookmark: _Toc213012678]Purpose

The purpose of this report is to update Council and the community on the activities, engagement, and outcomes of the City of Greater Geelong Youth Council from July to October 2025, and to provide advice to Council on issues of importance to young people. The topics presented in this report have been discussed through the Councillor Connect Mentoring Program (CCMP) sessions and have been thoroughly researched and explored by Youth Council members throughout the year.

Youth Council extends its appreciation to all those who contributed to shaping and validating the advice contained within this report.

[bookmark: _Toc176255184][bookmark: _Toc213012679]Personal Reflections 

[bookmark: _Toc213012680]2025 Junior Mayor – Ayush Singh
I want to begin this reflection by thanking every single Youth Council member for being absolutely amazing this year. No matter who we’re paired with, whether for a workshop or a project, everyone contributes meaningfully and treats each other with respect. We’re all so different, yet we come together seamlessly for a shared purpose. Despite juggling jobs, sports, extracurriculars, and the constant pressure of school assessments, I’m incredibly proud of everything we’ve achieved together.

I’m also proud of my personal growth over the past year. With such a packed schedule, I’ve learned to be more organised and efficient, getting things done quickly without compromising on quality. I’ve developed my leadership, collaboration, and confidence, and I owe a lot of that to this program. The support from staff, Councillors, and everyone we’ve met through this program has given Youth Council members invaluable opportunities to learn and grow. These lessons will stay with us for life, and I’m deeply grateful.

Throughout the year, we’ve taken part in countless workshops and events, each one teaching us something new. A standout moment for me was the Regional Student Voice Conference. Alongside a few other Youth Council members, I had the chance to discuss important issues with students from different schools and present our ideas to the larger group. I also had the privilege of giving a speech to all attendees, where I shared how proud I was of everyone’s efforts and encouraged them to keep advocating for young people and their communities. Seeing so many passionate young people working to create change was incredibly inspiring and it motivates me to keep pushing forward in my own advocacy too.

As Junior Mayor, I’ve had the honour of chairing meetings and helping drive change alongside the Youth Council. I’ve watched my peers grow, share bold ideas, and come up with creative solutions I never would’ve imagined. They’ve shown me what an incredible team can achieve, and they’ve inspired me every step of the way. Being part of the Youth Council has been one of the most rewarding experiences of my life, and it’s sparked a deep passion in me for advocacy and community connection.

I’m so grateful for this opportunity, and I can’t wait to see where the future leads. This journey has shown me the power and value of young voices and wherever life takes me next, I’ll keep using mine to make a difference for my community and the future we share.
[bookmark: _Toc213012681]2025 Junior Deputy Mayor – Alanah Forbes
I am proud to have served as the Deputy Junior Mayor for the 2025 Geelong Youth Council. This year has been an incredible experience, giving me the opportunity to represent young people across our city and contribute to meaningful discussions about Geelong’s future.

One of the highlights of the year was speaking at the Geelong Youth Awards, which brought together so many inspiring young people and celebrated their achievements. It was a powerful reminder of the talent, passion, and community spirit that exists among youth in our region. Events like this not only recognise individual accomplishments but also strengthen the connections that make Geelong such a vibrant and supportive community.

Meeting with the Geelong Councillors was another valuable part of this journey. These conversations gave us a better understanding of how Council decisions are made and how youth perspectives can influence local initiatives. It was particularly interesting to share our experiences and discuss the issues that are impacting young people in Geelong.

Most of all, I am incredibly proud of the 2025 Youth Council as a group. Over the year, we have built strong friendships, supported each other, and worked collaboratively to advocate for the needs of young people in Geelong. Each member brought their own strengths and ideas, and together we’ve shown how powerful youth leadership can be when we work as a team through proactive discussion. 

Being part of this Council, and serving as Deputy Junior Mayor, has been a privilege and a learning experience I’ll always value. I’m excited to see how the next group of young leaders continues to build on what we’ve achieved and keeps making Geelong a great place for all young people.

[bookmark: _Toc213012682]MEETINGS SINCE THE PREVIOUS REPORT

Since the previous report, Youth Council has held four monthly meetings in July, August, September and October. Across these meetings, we provided feedback to both City staff and external organisations, engaging in a range of discussions and consultations.

At our July meeting, we met with the City’s Community Engagement Unit as part of the review of the Community Engagement Policy. Members shared creative ideas for reaching and involving young people in City consultations. In August, we heard from the Creative City Unit about the ROAM Geelong festival and provided advice on how to best promote the event to young audiences.

During the July and August meetings, we also set our priorities for the remainder of our term. Alongside our regular duties and preparation of advice to Council, we all agreed to undertake a small project focused on improving the youth webpages on the Geelong Australia website. This project involves reviewing existing content and developing recommendations for improvement, particularly in light of upcoming changes to social media legislation and the anticipated increased reliance on the City’s website as a key source of information.

As part of this work, members have completed desktop audits of the City’s webpages and examined youth-focused government websites from around the world to identify best practices. We also met with staff from the City’s Corporate Content Unit to learn more about the website’s content management system and the principles of effective digital communication. Youth Council will present its recommendations report at the November Youth Council meeting and request that City staff consider the findings in future website planning.

Our September and October meetings featured several engaging presentations from external organisations. In September, representatives from the Australian Office for Youth facilitated a workshop on the Digital Youth Hub. We provided feedback on our experiences using the platform and suggested ways to enhance its accessibility and impact. Meeting the Office for Youth team gave us valuable insight into how the federal government supports young Australians. We also heard from Geelong Sustainability about the upcoming Youth Voices for Climate Justice event and offered ideas for the Q&A segment. 
In October, we were delighted to welcome 13 members of Cultura’s Youth Council to our meeting. We learned about their role and priorities for multicultural youth in Geelong, as well as their ambitions for the future. The session concluded with time for networking, which gave us the opportunity to connect with members on a more personal level and hear about their experiences and challenges as part of Geelong’s multicultural youth community. We look forward to future Geelong Youth Council groups continuing to build this relationship and working together to address the needs and aspirations of all young people in Geelong.

Youth Council thanks all guest presenters for their valuable contributions throughout the year, which have informed our discussions, inspired new ideas, and deepened our understanding of the diverse and impactful work taking place across Greater Geelong.

[bookmark: _Toc176255185][bookmark: _Toc213012683]EVENTS AND OPPORTUNITIES 

[bookmark: _Toc213012684]Councillor Connect Mentoring Program (CCMP) 
The August and October CCMP sessions provided valuable opportunities for Youth Council members and Councillors to discuss key issues affecting young people in Greater Geelong. These sessions were held in person in the Councillor Lounge, creating a comfortable and welcoming environment for open discussion. In small groups, members and Councillors spoke about a range of important topics such as mental health and social connection, vaping, cost of living pressures, sustainability, transport, safety, and housing.

The format allowed both Youth Council members and Councillors ample opportunity to share their views, exchange perspectives, and work together to explore possible solutions to the challenges faced by young people in our region. These conversations also helped strengthen relationships, allowing Youth Council members to get to know Councillors better and understand more about their roles and experiences.

We sincerely thank all Councillors who attended CCMP sessions this year. Your commitment and openness made these sessions a highlight of our Youth Council experience and have played an important role in making the program as meaningful and impactful as it is today.

[bookmark: _Toc213012685]2025 Geelong Youth Awards
The 2025 Geelong Youth Awards once again celebrated the remarkable achievements of young people across our region who were nominated by the community for their contributions in a variety of areas. This year, Youth Council members were actively involved in the event as part of the judging panel, announcing winners on the night, and assisting with key tasks to support its successful delivery.

This experience gave us valuable insight into the processes of judging panels, large-scale public speaking, and event coordination. Engaging with community members and guests during the evening was a highlight, but the true standout moment was witnessing young people being recognised for their achievements and community contributions. The passion and dedication shown by so many young people was truly inspiring and has motivated us to continue being agents of change.

[bookmark: _Toc213012686]Citizenship Ceremony
In September, two of our members attended one of the City’s Citizenship Ceremonies, where more than 200 people became citizens of Australia. The Junior Mayor was honoured to be on stage with the Mayor, Councillors, and local MPs, shaking hands and congratulating each new citizen. Youth Council members also played key roles in welcoming guests, seating attendees, and handing out native plants as part of the celebrations.

This was a memorable event for all involved and a privilege to experience the joy and pride of the new citizens and their families.

[bookmark: _Toc213012687]Geelong Regional Student Voice Conference
Youth Council was proud to be involved in the inaugural Regional Student Voice Conference, held in September at the Geelong Tech School. The event brought together student leaders from ten public secondary schools across Geelong to discuss important local issues and develop collaborative solutions.

Youth Council contributed to planning discussions ahead of the event, reviewing proposed activities and providing advice on how to engage young people in meaningful and action-oriented conversations. Members also supported the preparation of the Junior Mayor’s speech, which highlighted what the Youth Council does, the importance of youth voice and encouraged attendees to apply for the 2026 Youth Council.

Three Youth Council members also participated in the conference through their schools, finding it an invaluable opportunity to connect with other student leaders and explore how their priorities align with those discussed by Youth Council throughout the year.

Victorian Youth Strategy 2022–2027 Forum 
During September, one of our Youth Council members travelled to Melbourne alongside City staff to represent the Youth Council at the Victorian Youth Strategy 2022–2027 Forum. This event brought together young leaders, policymakers, and youth sector professionals from across the state to discuss the implementation and progress of the Victorian Youth Strategy.

The forum provided a valuable platform for youth representatives to share their perspectives on key issues affecting young people and the Youth Council member participated in roundtable discussions, contributed insights from the local community, and networked with other youth advocates.

The experience offered professional development opportunities, fostering leadership skills and a deeper understanding of youth advocacy at a strategic state level.

[bookmark: _Toc176255186][bookmark: _Toc213012688]YOUTH COUNCIL ADVICE 

2025 Youth Council members are excited to present their advice to Council, focusing on cost of living, health and wellbeing, youth engagement, and public transport. During the August and October Councillor Connect Mentoring Program sessions, Youth Council members shared their observations and experiences, exploring how these issues intersect and impact young people’s lives. Councillors offered valuable insights and advice throughout the process, which we thoroughly appreciated. This collaborative approach, built on discussion, learning, and reflection, has ensured the advice presented to Council is meaningful, well-informed and ambitious.

Youth Specific Grants 
Cost of living and financial stress are major concerns for young people. They were identified as the most important issue in the 2024 Mission Australia Youth Survey and among the top three issues of personal concern in the 2025 Geelong Youth Survey. The ongoing economic and social impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic have intensified these pressures, impacting young people’s engagement in education, their wellbeing and their sense of independence. These pressures are further intensified by the rising cost of living, which influences and, in some cases, restricts young people’s participation in community life.

Advice
1. Youth Council recommends that Council establish a pilot youth-specific grants stream within the City of Greater Geelong’s existing grants program. This stream would be exclusively available to young people aged 12 to 25, providing equitable access to funding for youth-led initiatives that benefit their peers and the broader community. It would also foster leadership, skill development, community engagement, and innovative solutions driven by young people.



2. To ensure accessibility and maximise effectiveness of the youth grants stream, Council should: 
· Provide tailored support for young applicants, including mentoring, templates, help sheets, and clear guidelines to build skills in project planning and grant writing.
· Involve Youth Council in shaping, designing and reviewing the grant stream, including identifying priority categories and contributing to its ongoing evaluation and improvement. 

This initiative would position Council as a leader in recognising and responding to the impact of cost-of-living pressures on young people. It would also demonstrate a commitment to empowering young people to overcome these challenges, strengthen community connections, and contribute to the overall wellbeing of the community. These outcomes align with strategic priorities set out in the Council Plan 2025-29 and the Organisation Strategy 2024-29.

Vape-Free and Smoke-Free Zone in Central Geelong
Youth Council is passionate about reducing the number of young people in Geelong who vape or use harmful substances and believes Council plays an important role in prevention and harm reduction initiatives.

Advice
3. In alignment with the City of Greater Geelong’s Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2025–29, which prioritises reducing the harms associated with substance misuse (including tobacco and vaping), Youth Council recommends that Council investigate the feasibility of establishing a designated vape-free and smoke-free zone in central Geelong. This initiative should prioritise high-traffic public areas such as Moorabool Street and Little Malop Street, where the recently introduced weekly market is generating significant community activity. 

4. To support effective activation of the zone, Youth Council further recommends that Council:
· Install prominent signage to clearly identify the zone and raise public awareness, including footpath decals, pole-mounted signs, and information displays at key entry points.
· Ensure active enforcement of the zone through Council-led monitoring and compliance mechanisms.
· Provide dedicated vape recycling bins to promote safe and environmentally responsible disposal of vaping devices and accessories.

Establishing a vape-free and smoke-free zone would support public health, reinforce Council’s commitment to harm prevention, and enhance the amenity of central Geelong for residents and visitors. 

Strengthening Youth Participation and Voice
The 2025 Geelong Youth Survey highlighted that young people face multiple barriers to accessing community programs, activities, and events. These include limited awareness of available opportunities, financial constraints, transport challenges, social anxiety, and low confidence. Youth Council considers these issues particularly significant during the middle years, a critical developmental stage when young people often lack adequate support as they transition from primary to secondary school.

Advice
5. Youth Council recommends that Council undertake a review of how it supports young people in their middle years of development. This review presents an opportunity to identify service gaps, strengthen collaboration with schools, community organisations and service providers, and invest in early intervention and preventative initiatives that promote belonging, wellbeing and participation. Through coordinated action and targeted programs, Council can help foster a more connected, resilient and supportive environment for children and young people across the community. 

6. Considering the upcoming social media restrictions affecting young people under 16 years of age from 10 December 2025, Youth Council recommends that Council proactively explore and implement alternative digital and offline communication channels to maintain connection and information flow with this age group. To support this, the Youth Council suggests that Council:
· Establish formal opportunities for young people to co-design marketing and promotional content through advisory panels, focus groups, creative workshops, and campaign development.
· Embed youth voice in program promotion by involving young people in shaping messaging, selecting communication channels, and contributing through advisory roles, internships, or paid liaison positions.

Enhancing awareness and engagement helps young people feel connected to their community, reduces social isolation, and encourages active civic participation. By embedding youth voices in planning and promotion, Council can ensure its initiatives are relevant, accessible, and inclusive, strengthening relationships with young people and contributing to long-term social and economic wellbeing.

Public Transport Access and Infrastructure  
Public transport continues to pose challenges for young people across Geelong, with safety concerns, limited service frequency, and indirect routes restricting access to education, employment, and social opportunities. From 1 January 2026, public transport will be free for young people aged 17 and under. In anticipation of this change, it is vital that bus stops and supporting infrastructure are safe, accessible, and welcoming to encourage use and foster independence. Concerns about safety, reliability, and comfort can strongly deter young people from using public transport, and Youth Council emphasises that these issues should be addressed as a matter of priority.

Advice
7. To ensure young people in Greater Geelong can safely and confidently access public transport, Youth Council recommends that Council undertake a comprehensive review of all bus stops across the municipality. This review should prioritise upgrades that improve amenity and accessibility, including:
· Installation of bins and lighting.
· Adequate seating and shelters (including advocacy to Public Transport Victoria (PTV) where new assets are required).
· Enhanced connections to nearby footpaths and bike lanes to support integrated transport options.

In addition, Council should explore a co-designed youth safety and awareness campaign to promote safe, positive, and inclusive public transport use.

8. Youth Council commends the Victorian Government for introducing free public transport for young people aged 17 and under, and for committing to a review of the Geelong and Bellarine bus network in the 2024–25 State Budget. To ensure these initiatives deliver meaningful outcomes for young people in Greater Geelong, Youth Council recommends that Council advocate to the Victorian Government and Department of Transport and Planning to:
· Improve safety and accessibility across the public transport network, including enhanced lighting, emergency signage, and accessible infrastructure such as front-mounted bike racks.
· Commit to a targeted youth engagement plan as part of the bus network review, ensuring young people’s needs in Greater Geelong are reflected in planning and decision-making.
· Increase bus frequency, reliability, and route coverage, particularly in areas with limited or no direct connections to key destinations.

These recommendations align with the Council Plan 2025–29 and Integrated Transport Strategy, which prioritise investment in connected, accessible, and sustainable infrastructure. Improving transport access and infrastructure will ensure the benefits of free public transport are fully realised for young people across Greater Geelong.

[bookmark: _Toc213012689]CONCLUSION 

To conclude, Youth Council would like to express our sincere appreciation to the dedicated City staff who have supported and guided us throughout the year, and to all Councillors who have taken the time to engage with the program. Your encouragement and involvement have made our experience both meaningful and rewarding.
The skills, knowledge, and confidence we have gained through the 2025 Youth Council program will continue to shape our future endeavours and empower us to create positive change within our community.
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