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Review snapshot

Does the Youth Crime Prevention Program reduce participants' offending?

Why we did this review

Youth crime incidents in Victoria increased by 40 per cent between 2022 and 2025, prompting the government to
increase bail restrictions and impose adult sentencing on children who commit violent crimes.

In late 2025, the government announced funding for new youth crime prevention initiatives, including $27.5 million
to set up a Violence Reduction Unit. As investment in this area increases, it is important the government learns from
the experience of similar initiatives.

The largest and longest running of these is the Youth Crime Prevention Program (the program). The government
delivers the program through grants it gives to local community organisations. It targets 14 areas of outer
Melbourne and regional Victoria with higher levels of youth crime and socioeconomic disadvantage.

It is important to understand whether these community-based grants are effectively addressing the causes of youth
crime and helping to make Victorian communities safer.

Key background information

Youth crime in Victoria Since the program launched in 2016

40% $40 o
increase in youth crime O//y mi”ion ﬁ% ﬁoh ﬁ%

poaemoteneen | QA
$7.304 2,700

cost per child per day participants received
in youth custody one-on-one support

Source: VAGO, based on Crime Statistics Agency, Productivity Commission and Department of Justice and Community Safety data.

What we concluded

We found no evidence to show the program is reducing offending.

The Department of Justice and Community Safety (the department) described the program as a 'proven' initiative.
But its program evaluations have not measured what success in reducing youth offending looks like against a target
or benchmark, so it cannot show the program works as intended. Of the participants who we matched to Victoria
Police records, over two-thirds offended within 6 months of starting the program.

It is also unclear if the program reaches its intended recipients. At least half of program places go to young people

who have offended or are alleged to have offended. But this varies widely between community organisations, from
18 per cent to 92 per cent. We do not know if the remaining participants are 'at-risk' of offending because program
criteria are broad and record-keeping is poor.

The program's flexible guidelines allow community organisations to innovate but also raise the risk of performance
and accountability gaps.

These issues mean it is not clear if or how effectively this model of community-based grants delivers services to
young people to reduce youth crime.
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Our key findings

What we examined

Our review followed 2 lines of inquiry:
1. Is the program delivering services to high-risk young people as intended?

2. s the program contributing to reducing the incidence and severity of youth (re)offending?

To answer these questions, we examined:
e the Department of Justice and Community Safety (the department)

e 12 community organisations implementing the Youth Crime Prevention Program (the program).

Terms used in this report
Alleged offender or offender

In this report, offender means appearing in Victoria Police’s database as someone who has allegedly committed a crime,
regardless of their charge or sentencing status.

Young people

In this report, young people refers to both children under 18 and young adults. We acknowledge that different organisations use
these terms in different ways.

The program

This review focuses only on the department's Youth Crime Prevention Program. Other youth crime prevention initiatives are
beyond the review's scope.

Background information

Increase in youth crime

Based on Crime Statistics Agency figures, alleged youth offender incidents have increased by 40 per cent between
2022 (the end of COVID-19 lockdowns) and 2025.

The 2025 figure of 23,893 incidents is the highest since records began in 2016, as Figure 1 shows. According to the
department’s analysis, a small group of repeat offenders committing serious crime is driving this increase.
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Figure 1: Alleged offender incidents (ages 10 to 17) by calendar year, 2016 to 2025
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21,114
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Source: VAGO, based on Crime Statistics Agency (year to December) data.

Stricter bail and sentencing laws

The government introduced bail reforms in March 2025, which it said were in response to rising youth crime. The
government says the changes prioritise community safety in bail decisions and remove the principle of ‘remand as a
last resort' for alleged youth offenders.

This was followed by 'Adult Time for Violent Crime' laws, which passed in Parliament in December 2025. Under the
changes, children accused of committing crimes such as home invasion, aggravated carjacking or intentionally
causing injury now face an adult court.

Costs of youth crime

In the 2025-26 state Budget the government allocated $1.6 billion over 4 years for youth justice custodial services.

According to the Productivity Commission, each person in youth detention in Victoria costs $7,304 per day, which is
more than any other Australian state or territory. It also found that 56.6 per cent of young people reoffend and
return to custody under sentence within one year of release.

A total of 236,727 Victorians, or 3.3 per cent of the state's population, were victims of crime (committed by offenders
of all ages) between June 2024 and June 2025. This was 17 per cent more than the previous year.

About the program

Since 2016, the government has invested more than $40 million in the program. It is the main initiative targeting
youth crime in the department'’s crime prevention portfolio.

As of April 2026, over 2,700 people aged 10 to 24 have received individual case management or mentoring support.
The program is currently delivered in 14 locations.

The department delivers the program in partnership with community organisations under a ‘place-based approach.’
This means that the program aims to invest in priority areas that have:

e higher levels of crime
e higher proportions of youth offending and reoffending

e socioeconomic disadvantage.
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Program activities vary by location. They include intensive case management, mentoring and ‘pro-social activities’,
which include sports, education and employment support.

The program’s Melbourne locations are ... Its regional locations are ...
e Brimbank e Ballarat

e Casey e East Gippsland

e Hume e Geelong

e Dandenong e Horsham

e  Frankston e Llatrobe

e Melton e Mildura

e  Wyndham. e  Shepparton.

Program funding

The program’s funding was due to end in June 2026. The department submitted a business case for the 2026-27
Budget asking for $52.8 million over 4 years to expand the program across Victoria. The new Budget includes
program funding of $5.1 million for 2026-27.

There are 15 funded projects covering 14 communities, run by 12 community organisations.

Youth Support + Advocacy Service (YSAS) covers 3 communities and gets the most program funding, as Figure 2
shows. The Youth Junction Inc covers 2 communities. The 10 other organisations cover one community each.

Figure 2: Total program grant contract value by organisation, 2024 to 2026

vsas [ 52,006,250

Centre for Multicultural Youth _ $668,750
Berry Street [ | 663,750
Banksia Gardens Community Services _ $668,750
Anglicare Victoria || [ I 555750
veli [N c5o.750
54 reasons _ $659,750
The Youth Junction Inc _ $391,000

o
o
o

i

Rl
w
Ul
o

Sunraysia Community Health Services
Centre for Participation - $204,500

Workways - $204,500
Melton City Council [ J]lll $195,500
Note: YSAS provides services in 3 communities under a single contract with the department, while The Youth Junction Inc works in 2 communities under

2 separate contracts.
Source: VAGO, based on figures supplied by the department.

Violence Reduction Unit

In November 2025, the government announced an initial investment of $27.5 million to set up a Violence Reduction
Unit, to 'stop crime before it starts'.

Major initiatives so far include $7.7 million for youth mentoring and $5.6 million for early intervention officers in
23 targeted schools.
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Victoria's Violence Reduction Unit is not within the scope of this review, as it is too early to assess its effectiveness.
However, applying learnings from the program could make the Violence Reduction Unit more effective.

What we found

This section focuses on our key findings, which fall into 3 areas:
1. While the department says that the program is proven to help reduce offending, we found no evidence of this.

2. Half of the program'’s participants are alleged offenders, but it is unclear whether the remaining places reach the
right recipients.

3. The program's flexible design raises the risk of variable performance and accountability gaps.

The full list of our recommendations, including agency responses, is at the end of this section.

Consultation with agencies
When reaching our conclusions, we consulted with the reviewed agencies and considered their views.

You can read their full responses in Appendix A.

Key finding 1: While the department says that the program is proven to help
reduce offending, we found no evidence of this

A 2026 department business case describes the program as a 'proven, evidence-based, early intervention program
that helps reduce offending and reoffending'.

It refers to a 2022 department evaluation that found the program reduced offending by 29 per cent. But the
evaluation was based on data on offending during COVID-19 lockdowns, when crime rates generally fell.

As the department’s evaluations have not assessed the program’s performance against targets for reducing
offending, it is unclear what success looks like. After our review had concluded, the department advised that it did set
a target. But we saw no evidence that this target was used to inform the management of the program, or that the
program area or community organisations were aware of it.

In our independent analysis, we matched program participant names to Victoria Police’s alleged youth offender
records. We found that 70 per cent of participants offended (either for the first time or reoffended) within 6 months
of starting the program. Participants who reoffended did not offend less often or commit less serious crimes.

For the program participants whose names did not match police records, we do not know why they did not offend.
The program may have helped, or these young people may never have been at risk of offending.

The causes of youth crime are complex, and offending results may be influenced by a range of factors beyond
program participation.

Key finding 2: Half of the program’s participants are alleged offenders, but it is
unclear whether the remaining places reach the right recipients

The department'’s eligibility criteria from the program include young people aged 10 to 24 who have either offended
or have a ‘demonstrated risk’ of doing so.

But there are no specific requirements for documenting demonstrated risk, so in practice the nature and number of
participants vary between organisations.
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We found that half of young people participating in the program have allegedly committed offences. These
participants clearly match the department's eligibility criteria, but the proportion of them varies between community
organisations.

For the remaining half, varying practices and gaps in record-keeping mean the department cannot assure itself that
these participants meet the criteria of demonstrated risk.

This means the program may be wasting resources and missing opportunities to prevent youth crime.

Key finding 3: The program's flexible design raises the risk of variable
performance and accountability gaps

The department’s guidelines for the program are flexible on the type, speed, length and amount of services delivered
to each program participant. This leaves scope for community organisations to innovate. But it also raises risks,

because the department does not specify minimum standards for when, how, and how often participants should
attend the program.

We found that:
e program activities broadly align with department guidelines but it is unclear if they match needs

e 51 per cent of participants are recorded as completing the program, but there are no minimum requirements for
the timeliness, service hours or duration of services

e data gaps limit the department's ability to effectively monitor the performance of the program.

See the next page for the complete list of our recommendations, including agency responses.
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Our recommendations

We made 2 recommendations to address our findings. The agency has accepted the
recommendations in full.

Agency
response(s)
Department of Justice 1 Ensure the Youth Crime Prevention Program reaches its intended Accepted
and Community participants and reduces offending and reoffending by:
Safety

e introducing minimum participant data and record-keeping
requirements to support participant eligibility decisions

e  establishing specific and measurable service delivery targets
e  collecting the data needed to evaluate the overall effectiveness of the

Youth Crime Prevention Program.

2 ldentify the lessons learned from the Youth Crime Prevention Program and  Accepted
apply them both to the Youth Crime Prevention Program and similar youth
crime prevention initiatives by:

®  ensuring its advice to the government is based on evidence

e re-establishing and maintaining the community of practice for the
Youth Crime Prevention Program so organisations can share their
learning on what works to reduce youth crime

e working with relevant agencies to apply lessons from the Youth Crime
Prevention Program.
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3.

Reducing offending

We found no evidence that the program is reducing offending.

The department described it as a ‘proven’ initiative. But its program evaluations have not
used any targets or benchmarks to measure what success in reducing youth offending
looks like, so it cannot show the program works as intended.

Our analysis found that more than two-thirds of the young people in the program who
we matched to police records offended within 6 months after they started it. For

reoffending participants, the frequency and severity of their alleged offending did not
reduce in the 6 months after starting the program.

Covered in this section:

The department’s monitoring and evaluation of the program have not proven if it works
Our new analysis found no evidence that the program is reducing participants' offending overall
Offending results vary by community organisation, with some potential bright spots

Other intended outcomes include improving engagement in education, employment, family or community
connection

The department's monitoring and evaluation of the program have not proven if it

works

The 2022 The department's business case for expanding the program across Victoria describes it as a
program ‘proven, evidence-based, early intervention program that helps reduce offending and reoffending'.
evaluation

To support this statement, the department says that its 2022 evaluation found the program ‘'has
led to a 29 per cent reduction in offending and a 24 per cent reduction in the severity of offending
for participants who completed the program'.

But the business case does not include the limitations stated in the original evaluation report.

These include that the evaluation:

e analysed post-program offending up to June 2021 when, according to the evaluation report,
‘the timing of the COVID-19 pandemic and associated restrictions which reduced the
opportunities for young people to commit crimes, should be considered when interpreting
these results’

e did not attempt to attribute reduced offending rates to the program, noting that participants
might have been in custody or receiving other youth justice interventions at the time.
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Participant
consent process

One program
outcome
measure was
skewed

2024-25
performance
results only
looked at

26 participants

While the 2022 evaluation report was transparent about these limitations, the 2026 business case
overstated the evidence of program'’s effectiveness.

The department has measures to evaluate the program, but 2 factors have undermined these since
2022.

Firstly, the department introduced a participant consent process in response to privacy concerns.
This led to community organisations no longer routinely sharing the names of program
participants with the department.

The department could then only analyse the offending of a small sample of young people who
had consented to share their details, and who may have not been representative of the program’s
total participants. This means the department could not demonstrate that the program is effective
in reducing participants' offending. In August 2026, the department told us it has amended
program guidelines for 2026-27 to require organisations to do their utmost to obtain participant
consent.

Secondly, the department used a skewed program outcome measure in its 2025 program
guidelines. This measure is a ‘reduction in offending by previous offenders at 6 months of
completing a planned or successful exit from the program'.

But this reoffending measure does not count 'unplanned' exits such as young people who drop
out of the program. It also excludes those who have reoffended and returned to custody, because
this is categorised as a 'custodial exit' under the program guidelines.

The participant consent process and skewed outcome measure filtered out all but a small sample
of participants who had completed the program and consented to have their names shared.

This led to the department calculating its 2024-25 performance result for this measure using only
26 of the 511 program participants.

Of the 26 included in the measure, 11 reoffended. The department reported this result as the
program achieving a 58 per cent reduction in offenders.

But this reduction is based on a small sample and the assumption that reoffending rate would
have been 100 per cent if not for the program.

Our analysis found no evidence that the program is reducing participants'
offending overall

Our approach

We obtained individual participant names from community organisations and matched these to
police data on alleged youth offender incidents. We then compared the frequency and severity of
participants' offending in the 6 months before and after starting the program.

The department’s performance measure for the program also uses a 6-month timeframe, but it
does not include participants who are still in the program, or participants who have had an
unplanned exit. Our analysis considers all program participants who matched Victoria Police
records.
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The department told us that we should only measure participants’' offending after completing the
program. But this does not reflect overall program outcomes because:

e the department’s definition of program completion is not linked to the extent of service
delivery and excludes some reoffending participants

e the program has no minimum requirements for timeliness, service hours or duration (which
we discuss further in Section 5).

For the names that did not match police records, we cannot confirm if these participants were at
risk of offending, or if program participation helped to avoid this risk.

The causes of youth crime are complex, and offending results may be influenced by a range of
factors beyond program participation.

Overall results ~ We found no evidence that the program is reducing reoffending.
based on police

records Two-thirds of participants reoffended, and the examples of program outcome reporting that the

department shared with us did not apply any performance target or benchmark to measure what
would have happened without the intervention. Instead, these program outcome reports (for
2023-24 and 2024-25) counted anything less than a 100 per cent reoffending rate as a reduction
in offending, and a measure of program success.

After our review had concluded, the department advised that it did set a program target on
reducing reoffending. We saw no evidence that this target was used to inform program
management or evaluation reports, or that the program area or community organisations were
aware of it.

Of the 258 program participants who we matched to Victoria Police records, and for whom
offending data was available for 6 months before and after their program start date, 70 per cent
offended after they started the program. This includes 66 per cent who reoffended.

We cannot provide assurance that more participants would have offended without the program.

and in the
Of these in the 6 months 6 months after
258 young before starting  starting the
people ... or... theprogram.. program ... This ...

30 percent 77 allegedly did not offend. is a good result for these participants, which the program
offended may or may not have contributed to.

12 percent 30 did not offend allegedly is a bad result in terms of offending but may or may not
offended. be related to the program. It suggests community
organisations are targeting high-risk participants.

59 percent 151 allegedly allegedly does not mean that the program is a factor in the
offended reoffended. continued offending.

Overall results ~ We also compared the participant names to youth justice custodial data. Fifty-nine participants’
based on youth  names matched these records and had available offending data for the 6 months before and after
justice custodial  thejr program start date. Of these 59 participants, 69 per cent entered (or returned to) custody
records after starting the program.
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Of these 59 in the 6 months before starting the and in the 6 months after the

participants ... program ... program ...

18 had been in custody did not return to custody.
17 had not been in custody entered custody.

24 had been in custody returned to custody.

Offending results vary by community organisation, with some potential bright
Spots

Results by Offending results vary by community organisation, as Figure 3 shows.

organisation L . . .
9 Numbers for most organisations are too small to draw strong conclusions. But it is encouraging

that 42 per cent of The Youth Junction Inc's police-matched participants, and 36 per cent of
Banksia Gardens Community Services' (Banksia Gardens), did not offend in the 6 months after
starting the program.

As participants' lives involve various influences beyond the program, offending outcomes may not
be directly linked to service quality. For this reason, we have de-identified most organisations’
results in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Police-recorded participants' alleged offending by organisation

The Youth Junction Inc | R
Banksia Gardens | ——
Other organisation A [ R E—
Other organisation 8 | NN
Other organisation C [ NN
Other organisation D [N
Other organisation £ | IIINN
Other organisation F [ NN
Other organisation G [ IS
Other organisation H |
Other organisation | [l

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

H Did not reoffend (before program only) m Offended (after program only)
m Reoffended (before and after program)

Source: VAGO, based on matching participant names supplied by community organisations with Victoria Police data.

For participants matched to youth justice custodial records, Centre for Multicultural Youth had the
lowest post-program offending rate with 50 per cent.

Other intended outcomes include improving engagement in education,
employment, family or community connection

Other The department and community organisations told us that the program's impact should be
participant measured beyond reoffending. They highlighted factors such as participants' improved
outcomes engagement in education and strengthening family relationships.
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While we cannot independently verify their content, most organisations have produced case
studies showing shifts in participants' wellbeing and relationships.

The department’s evaluations and reviews have also reported positive feedback about program
impact from stakeholders.

Outcomes for  Organisations report outcome data to the department for participants leaving the program.
participants
leaving the
program

While the department does not cross-check this data with its original case files, results for
participants exiting the program during 2025 show that 62 per cent engaged in education or
employment through the program.

During a site visit to Banksia Gardens, we saw video testimonials from young people who credited
the program with supporting them to gain the confidence and motivation to work and study.
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4

Reaching high-risk participants

The department’s eligibility criteria for the program are broad. It includes children and
young adults aged 10 to 24 who have either offended or have a ‘"demonstrated risk’ of
doing so. In practice, this means that the nature and number of participants vary between
organisations delivering the program.

Half of participants are alleged offenders and therefore clearly match the department'’s
eligibility criteria. For the remaining half, varying practice and gaps in record-keeping
mean the department cannot assure itself that these participants meet the ‘demonstrated
risk' criteria. This means that the program may be missing some opportunities to prevent
youth crime, and may not be using all of its resources effectively.

Covered in this section:

e At least half of participants have offended and are the program's intended recipients

e The program's success in reaching alleged youth offenders varies by organisation

e The department’s broad eligibility guidelines lead to inconsistent participant targeting across communities

e Some organisations reach fewer participants and at a higher cost

At least half of participants have offended and are the program's intended
recipients

Reaching the The department’s guidelines for the program define its target cohort as children and young

right people who have either offended or have a ‘demonstrated risk’ of doing so.

articipants
P P If program places are taken up with participants who are not at risk of offending, the program

would be less likely to achieve its primary purpose of preventing youth crime. The program may
miss some opportunities to prevent youth crime and may not be using all its resources effectively.

Reaching the right children and young people is critical, but challenging. Community organisations
told us that it is often difficult to build trust and get young people who have offended to engage
with services.

The department told us that community organisations are reporting that clients are becoming
increasingly complex. During our site visit, Banksia Gardens told us that recent challenges include
glorification of machetes on social media, and organised crime groups increasingly recruiting
children through online 'CrimeTasker' platforms.
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Half of
participants are
alleged
offenders

The program is
reaching

2 per cent of
alleged
offenders

Youth justice
custody

Our comparison of program participant names with the latest-available Victoria Police data found
that between 2022 and 2026, 50 per cent were alleged offenders, as Figure 4 shows.

This means that the program may only be directing half of its resources to the right people.

Figure 4: Overlap between program participants and alleged offenders in Victoria Police data

26,977

alleged youth offenders

1,129

program participants

569

participants matched
alleged youth
offender data

Note: Shows level of overlap between the program's participants (July 2022 to April 2026) with Victoria Police data (July 2022 to
December 2025).
Source: VAGO, based on participant data received from community organisations and Victoria Police data.

Our analysis found that there were 26,977 alleged youth offenders in Victoria Police’s Law
Enforcement Assistance Program (LEAP) database between 2022 and 2025. The program has
reached 2 per cent of these.

While some alleged offenders among the remaining 98 per cent may be benefitting from other
programes, this statistic suggests that there is a high level of unmet need.

The department’'s 2026 program evaluation highlighted that two-thirds of the community
organisations surveyed also reported that demand for services exceeded program capacity.

This level of need raises the question of whether all program places should be allocated to alleged
offenders rather than those considered 'at risk.’

Most alleged offenders in the LEAP database have not spent time in youth justice custody.

We compared program participant names with youth justice custodial records from 2022 to 2026.
We found that:

e 13 per cent of program participants have spent time in youth justice facilities (such as Cherry
Creek and Parkville)

e the program has reached 146 (14 per cent) of the 1,023 children and young adults who have
spent time in youth justice custody between 2022 and 2026.

There are several intensive interventions designed for children and young people during and after
their time in youth justice facilities. This is different from the program, which is designed as a
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community-based prevention program. As such, the program's level of coverage among young
people who have spent time in youth justice custody may be appropriate.

Program organisations usually start engaging with participants while they are in the community —
except for Centre for Multicultural Youth, which often starts outreach with participants while they
are still in custody.

The program’s success in reaching alleged youth offenders varies by organisation

Offender Community organisations vary significantly in both the number of alleged offenders they reach

cohorts by and the proportion of their participants who are alleged offenders, as Figure 5 shows.
organisation

Figure 5: Breakdown of number and proportion of alleged offenders reached by organisation

YSAS
The Youth Junction Inc
Banksia Gardens
Melton City Council 61 149
Centre for Multicultural Youth 48 8
Meli 3
Anglicare Victoria
54 reasons
Centre for Participation
Workways
Berry Street 26 9
Sunraysia Community Health Services [JIEl
2
W Participants who are alleged offenders M Participants who are not alleged offenders

Source: VAGO, based on matching participant details supplied by community organisations with Victoria Police and youth justice custodial data.

The organisation reaching the most alleged offenders per funded community project was Banksia
Gardens. It gave us 68 participant names that matched Victoria Police or youth justice custodial
records. Melton City Council was the next highest with 61.

YSAS reached a total of 106 alleged offenders with its 3 community projects combined, while The
Youth Junction Inc reached 105 across its 2 communities.

The lowest was Sunraysia Community Health Services, which joined the program in July 2025 and
had only reached 2 alleged offenders so far.

The percentage of alleged offenders within each organisation's caseload varied widely.
The highest were:
e 92 per cent for Meli

e 86 per cent for Centre for Multicultural Youth.
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The lowest were:
e 18 per cent for Sunraysia Community Health Services
e 21 per cent for Workways

e 25 per cent for Centre for Participation.

This wide variation between organisations' coverage of alleged offenders means that the
department cannot assure itself that the program is consistently targeting its intended recipients
across different communities.

The department told us that the variation shows that community organisations are targeting a
cohort specific to local need, which may include varying numbers of alleged offenders.

The department's broad eligibility guidelines lead to inconsistent participant
targeting across communities

Department The client eligibility section of the department's latest guidelines from 2025 says the program
program ‘supports young people aged between 10-24 years who have a “demonstrated risk” of becoming
guidelines involved or who have been involved with the criminal justice system’.

Participants are not required to live in the same local government area as the organisation
delivering the program, but they must have a connection to it such as family or school.

These requirements have not changed since the previous guidelines from 2023.

Community organisations do not need to use the same intake assessment tool. This means there is
no consistent data across program communities about incoming participants' needs or profiles.
The department told us that its new guidelines for 2026-27 require community organisations to
report more information on participant targeting.

Participant The department commissioned a review in 2024 from an external consultant. It found that
selection in community organisations target participants with considerably varied age and offending profiles.
practice The range of referral partners and support each organisation provides also varies.

For example:

e 4 of the 12 community organisations only work with participants who have had contact with
the justice system (rather than also including those who are ‘at risk’ of offending)

e some community organisations such as Berry Street focus on a younger age range (10 to 17),
others such as Centre for Multicultural Youth target only an older age range (16 to 24)

e only 6 of the 12 organisations take referrals from schools.

While the program's guidelines do allow for flexibility in participant selection, this creates a risk
that the program might not be reaching at-risk children and young adults as intended.

As the department does not receive all participant names or complete profile data from
community organisations, it cannot assure itself that all participants in the program are its target
recipients.

While our analysis revealed that half of participants are alleged offenders, the question remains
whether the other half of participants match the ‘demonstrated risk' criteria.

The department told us that it relies on community organisations to ensure the other half of
participants match the ‘demonstrated risk’ criteria in line with contract guidelines.
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Assessing All community organisations have different approaches for determining participant eligibility, with
eligibility varies  their own intake forms and assessment processes. Organisations focus on different ages, cultural
groups, socioeconomic factors or levels of offending.

Three organisations define both 'eligible' participants and 'priority access' participants to help
them decide who gets places when there is high demand. These examples demonstrate
organisations' efforts to reach more high-risk cases, as well as adapt to local youth crime trends.

For ... priority participants are ... who are ...
Meli in Geelong 10 to 15-year-old children living in residential care homes.
Berry Street in Ballarat 10 to 14-year-old children not enrolled in school and have higher

police contacts.

Melton City Council 13 to 18-year-old males from a Sudanese background with
risk-taking behaviours.

Consequences  The variation in eligibility criteria between the 12 organisations, combined with lack of consistent
of record-keeping across the program on participant selection, means that the department cannot
inconsistencies  as5yre jtself that community organisations are consistently directing program resources at children
and young adults who are at risk of offending.
The department told us that the program is designed to allow organisations to adapt their
participant selection to local needs, based on referrals and other information from local partners.
But it is not clear to us to what extent the variation between organisations' participant selection
approaches reflects an evidence-based assessment of local needs.
As the program is designed to have one organisation per community, this variation can also lead
to coverage gaps. For example, younger or older age groups may receive program services in one
community but not in another.

Some organisations reach fewer participants and at a higher cost
Cost per Some community organisations report reaching fewer participants than others. Their average costs
participant per participant vary significantly, as Figure 6 shows.

For example, in their progress reports to the department covering January to June 2025:

e Melton City Council reported supporting 163 program participants, which is $400 per
participant based on its grant funding. This is the lowest average cost.

e Anglicare Victoria reported supporting 9 participants, which is $24,769 per participant based
on its grant funding. This is the highest average cost.
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Figure 6: Cost per participant by organisation, January to June 2025

Anglicare Victoria [ NN 24,769
vsas [ 517,599
Centre for Multicultural Youth | NN ¢ /56
Berry Street | NN /561
veli I 513745
54 reasons NN ;11575
Banksia Gardens [ NG $4743
The Youth Junction Inc - Wyndham | $4.655
The Youth Junction Inc - Brimbank [ $3.620
Workways [ $3,408
Centre for Participation - $1,481

Melton City Council I s400

Note: This analysis is based on organisations' self-reported participant numbers. Sunraysia Community Health Services is not
included as it joined the program in July 2025.
Source: VAGO, based on program reports to the department.

Organisations with a lower cost per participant may be more cost-efficient or may be delivering
less intensive services. For example, Melton City Council often organises community events, while
Anglicare Victoria focuses on intensive casework with families.

However, it is not clear how the department considers cost-efficiency when it sets each
organisation's contractual targets for the number of participants reached, especially as there is no
minimum service delivery requirement or recommended average cost per participant.

We also did not observe any obvious link between the cost per participant and offending
outcomes.

The department told us that it developed contractual targets for participants when programs were
established. It said it based targets on each organisation's proposed delivery model, in response to
program intensity and complexity.
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5.

Ensuring safe, timely and appropriate services

The department's guidelines for the program allow for a flexible range of support services
to be delivered under a place-based approach. In practice, this means that program
approaches, activities and processes vary considerably by organisation. It is unclear to
what extent this variation reflects local needs.

Just over half of participants are recorded as completing the program, but there are no
minimum requirements for program service hours and total duration. Completion is based
on the community organisation's assessment that the participant has met their goals or
can access other support.

The department does not verify performance data reported by community organisations
and, due to privacy concerns, does not require organisations to share participants' names
or case records. This means that the department cannot assure itself that the program is

delivering services to high-risk young people as intended.

Covered in this section:
e Program activities broadly align with the department’s guidelines but it is unclear if they match needs

e  Fifty-one per cent of participants are recorded as completing the program, but there are no minimum
requirements on timeliness, service hours or duration

¢ Data gaps limit the department's performance monitoring

Program activities broadly align with the department’s guidelines but it is unclear
if they match needs
Activities in the  The department’s guidelines for the program outline the range of activities organisations can

guidelines deliver with its grants. This means different community organisations have different service
offerings. But it is unclear if or how much these offerings are based on local needs.

The 3 main service streams are:
e intensive case management
e mentoring

e support for pro-social activities (such as sport, education and employment).

Organisations can also offer funding to buy participants items such as transport and school fees.
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Activities in The department commissioned an external review of the program in 2024, which mapped the
practice types of services offered under the program's grants.

While organisations' activities fall within program guidelines, there are significant differences in the
types of activities and the approaches they use.

It is unclear to what extent the services they offer are based on individual participant or
community needs. The department told us it relies on reporting from community organisations on
how their services meet local needs.

For example, while lack of education and employment are both recognised as common
crime-related risk factors, 54 reasons in Shepparton focuses on education, and Workways in
Gippsland focuses on wellbeing and employment.

During our site visit to Banksia Gardens, staff reported that the department used to run a
‘community of practice', which it said was useful for learning what other organisations were doing
and exchanging ideas. The department's 2026 evaluation recommends re-establishing this forum.

Organisations”  As well as different types of activities, the program's 12 community organisations have very

approaches different approaches and philosophies.

diff
e For example, 54 reasons in Shepparton is part of Save the Children. It promotes a 'children’s rights

lens' based on international law such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.
Its activities include taking young people to the skatepark and encouraging them to express
themselves by designing their own hoodies.

Meanwhile, Anglicare Victoria in East Gippsland engages with families to better supervise children.
It trains parents to monitor social media to discover their child's location and bring them home,
and on how to search their child's room for drugs.

The department’s broad program guidelines enable differences in program activities and
approaches. This allows organisations considerable scope to focus on their area of expertise and
to adapt to local needs.

But the level of variation between each community makes it challenging to evaluate the program
as a whole or understand what works to address youth crime. Previous department evaluations
and reviews have highlighted this variation. But they found the program to be effective based on
feedback from community organisation staff and referral partners.

Since the department discontinued the program's community of practice, community
organisations and the department have had no formal mechanism to exchange experiences and
learn which of these varying approaches might be most effective.

Improvement during this review: Re-starting the community of practice

In August 2026, the department told us it is re-establishing the community of practice to give
program organisations a forum to exchange experiences and insights on preventing youth
crime.
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Grant funding
uses vary

Introduction to
case studies

Community organisations' approaches to using the program funding also vary.
For example ... uses the program funding to ...

Berry Street run a distinct program (as described in Case Study 2) and cover 2 staff
positions. When participants need additional services, Berry Street usually
refers them to other organisations.

Banksia Gardens run a distinct program. Participants may also benefit from Banksia
Gardens' in-house programs, which are funded by private philanthropy, as
described in Case Study 1.

Sunraysia Community add mentoring services to another youth program. It had not set up a
Health Services distinct Youth Crime Prevention Program as at May 2026.

The Sunraysia Community Health Services example means that the impact of the program can be
difficult to measure, as it may not exist in its own right.

The program grant contracts do not require a certain number of staff to be hired or for the
program to reach participants not already being supported by organisations. This means program
funds may be absorbed into an organisation's existing activities.

In the Berry Street and Banksia Gardens' examples, there may be a 'multiplier effect' from linking
participants to other programs. This is a positive outcome but raises the question as to which
results can be attributed to the program. The department reports that referrals to other programs
are an intentional and beneficial part of program design.

As department guidelines for the program are broad, the 12 organisations deliver very different
services using very different approaches. The following case studies highlight some of these
differences.
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Case study 1: Example of a community-based project with a range of in-house services

Banksia Gardens in Melbourne's north offers paid employment to some program
participants and promotes a philosophy of ‘radical inclusion'

Banksia Gardens is based inside a Melbourne public housing estate, which faces challenges
including youth gang activity and intergenerational poverty.

When we visited in May 2026, staff told us that their decades-long presence in the housing estate
is an advantage for youth crime prevention, as they have already built a relationship of trust with
local residents. We observed that Banksia Gardens was busy during our visit, with families
collecting bags of free groceries and out-of-school teens attending education programs.

Under its Youth Crime Prevention Program funding, Banksia Gardens offers both case
management and pro-social activities to at-risk youth. Funding is also used as needed, for
example, to support young people’s participation in sports clubs.

Staff showed us video testimonies of 3 program participants who had been given paid
employment in Banksia Gardens' social enterprises. Funded by private philanthropy, these social
enterprises include a cafe, a garden maintenance business and an events catering company.
Banksia Gardens also makes jams and other artisanal products to sell at Queen Victoria Market.

Staff told us that Banksia Gardens' approach to youth crime prevention is based a philosophy of
‘radical inclusion’. One youth worker said:

‘We try not to exclude anyone. We don’t put rigid criteria in place such as signing up to a goal
plan. When young people came to Banksia and started smashing tables, we responded by inviting
them in and building a connection. It's important to always give opportunities and repair
relationships when they backslide.’

Source: VAGO, based on on-site observations and discussions in May 2026.
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Case study 2: Example of a community-based project using cross-agency collaboration

Berry Street in Ballarat convenes a cross-agency referral panel and offers intensive case
management

Berry Street, a Victoria-wide family and disability services organisation, holds the program grant
for Ballarat. In addition to case management, its main program-funded activity is chairing the
monthly referral panel, Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST), which we observed in April 2026.

MAST is made up of representatives from other community organisations such as the Salvation
Army, public services such as the Orange Door, and the Department of Education and
Department of Justice and Community Safety.

We observed a MAST panel meeting in April. Around 20 government and community
organisation staff met to discuss 3 cases of children aged between 12 and 16:

e In the first case, the child was considered ‘at risk’ due to reportedly assaulting other children
and school staff.

¢ Inthe second case, the child was having to attend court for an alleged offence, and their
school had raised child protection concerns due to malnutrition.

e In the third case, there were concerns about family violence in the child’s home, including
pressure to commit crimes.

In all 3 cases, organisations were working with both the child and their family using methods such
as home or school visits.

For each case, the meeting identified at least one opportunity to offer an additional service from
a MAST panel organisation.

Source: VAGO, based on observing the MAST referral panel meeting in April 2026.

Fifty-one per cent of participants are recorded as completing the program, but
there are no minimum requirements on timeliness, service hours or duration
Participant Program completion is based on a community organisation's assessment that a participant has
completion rate  met their goals or can access other support.

According to the department’'s Annual Report 2024-25:

e there were 511 participants in 2024-25 (against a target of 330)

e 51 per cent of participants went on to complete the program (against a target of 45 per cent).

While completion rates are above the performance target, this means that almost half of
participants do not complete the program.

Reasons for this include a:
e participant's family moving to a different area
e participant choosing to drop out

e participant offending and going into youth custody.
During our site visit to Banksia Gardens, youth workers told us that program completion rates can

be difficult to report on because case management can be a long-term process. They said some
participants may temporarily disengage and then return later on when they are ready.
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No timeliness
requirements

No service hour
or program
length
requirements

Actual program
duration varies
by organisation

The department told us that participants may benefit from the program even if they don't
complete it.

The department’s guidelines do not specify any target timeframes for:

e how soon a child or young adult who has been referred to the program should be contacted
for a needs assessment

e how long it should take for the child or young person to start receiving services.

The guidelines also do not require organisations to:
e maintain a program waitlist

e provide any guidance on how long a client could or should be waitlisted for entry.

According to the department’s 2024 review, only 4 of the 14 community projects funded at that
time maintained a participant waitlist.

According to the department's 2026 evaluation report, some organisations choose not to maintain
a waitlist as they are concerned about at-risk children and young people losing motivation and
potentially offending while waiting for services.

The department's definition of program completion is not specific or measurable. This is because
there is no minimum number of service hours or length of time engaged with the program
needed for a young person to be counted as a participant.

According to the department’s guidelines, the definition of a successful program completion is
‘young people who have achieved the majority of their case management plan and a mutual
decision is made that further support through the program is not required".

This creates a risk that different organisations or individual caseworkers could interpret this
definition differently.

This means the department is not monitoring the extent of actual service delivery (for example, the
number of case management appointments, hours of mentoring provided, ratio of youth workers
to participants or value of brokerage funds distributed).

Setting key performance indicators based only on the number of participants may create an
incentive to spread services too thin to maximise participant numbers, rather than invest in
intensive services.

The department told us it does not set a minimum service hour or duration requirement to allow
community organisations to tailor the program to each participant's needs and 'not waste
resources in over servicing'.

While there is no consistent program data available on number of service hours or contacts per
participant, a partial dataset is available to understand the amount of time some participants
spend engaging in the program.

Since January 2025, the department has required community organisations to report individual
de-identified data for each participant who has exited the program, including how long they were
engaged with the program.

Out of the total of 229 exits reported across the 12 organisations during 2025, the:
e duration that participants engaged with the program ranged from one day to 5 years

e median duration was 5.5 months.
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Results differ significantly for each organisation, as Figure 7 shows.

Figure 7: Median duration of reported program engagement for participants exiting in 2025

Organisation Number of participant exits Median duration
Melton City Council 31 3 weeks
The Youth Junction Inc 43 3 months
Banksia Gardens 44 5 months
Anglicare Victoria 10 5 months
YSAS 37 8 months
Berry Street 10 9 months
Meli 7 10.5 months
Centre for Multicultural Youth 17 1 year
Centre for Participation 21 1 year
54 reasons 7 2 years
Workways 2 3 years

Note: Sunraysia Community Health Services does not appear in this table because it has not yet reported any program exits.
Source: VAGO, based on program exit data community organisations reported to the department.

Data gaps limit the department's performance monitoring

Reliance on
self-reported
data

Gaps in
record-keeping

The department requires community organisations to submit milestone reports in a standard
template, but they are based on self-reported data.

Part of the template requires community organisations to input the total number of participants
they support during the reporting period. But the template does not require organisations to
provide any evidence to support the participant numbers they report.

We have also not seen any evidence that the department makes efforts to monitor or verify these
numbers, such as by reviewing a sample of case management files.

The department told us it was expanding the collection of client service and outcome data for the
2026-27 reporting period. But this will still rely on organisations' self-reported data.

Community organisations all use different systems to record participant data.

Inconsistencies in record-keeping between organisations makes it harder to consistently monitor
performance. There is no shared electronic client management system the department can use to
extract comparable data on participants.

While organisations need to input aggregated figures into the department’s program reporting
templates, these templates are not linked to individual-level participant data or case files. This
means the department does not know how many unique participants the program has supported
in total because it cannot identify which participants have been double-counted across multiple
activity types.

The 2024 review of the program found that participant information is recorded using:
e an electronic case management system in 5 communities
¢ manual notes in 5 other communities

e an Excel spreadsheet or other methods in 3 other communities.
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Department
action on
performance

Working with
Children Checks

To improve program monitoring, the department’s 2026 evaluation recommended that it explore
setting up a common program client management system for community organisations to access.
The department told us it is not feasible to set up a common program client management system
due to funding constraints.

Despite limitations in the performance monitoring data collected for the program, the
department’s regional program officers have detected and acted on performance issues with
community organisations.

Between 2022 and 2026, the department actively followed up with at least 2 community
organisations after identifying significant service delivery gaps.

The ... where the ...

first case was the Gippsland department raised concerns about:

organisation, Workways e participants in a mentoring program being left without any

support following staff turnover in January to June 2025

e inadequate record-keeping.

The department withheld contract milestone payments pending
evidence of service delivery.

second case was the Mildura  grant contract had to be extended due to the program's late start,
organisation, Sunraysia including delays to recruiting staff and to consulting with First
Community Health Services Nations partners.

The department also showed us examples of email correspondence where it had followed up with
other community organisations about overdue or inconsistent reports.

This shows that despite the gaps in program data, the department’s regional program officers
have been alert to issues with local organisations.

The department does not directly verify or receive assurance from community organisations on
child safety requirements. The department’s program guidelines require that community
organisations:

e hold insurance against child abuse that meets the minimum standards

e ensure that staff and any volunteers have a Working with Children Check.

The guidelines say that the department has the right to request evidence of compliance with these
requirements at any time.

The department’s program milestone reporting template requires organisations to attach their
insurance policy. But the department does not directly verify or receive assurance from program
staff on their Working with Children Check status.

Improvement during this review: Verifying staff's Working with Children Checks

In August 2026, the department told us that in response to the early findings of this review, it is
now directly verifying compliance with child safety requirements by carrying out ‘spot checks’ on
community organisations’ staff Working with Children Checks.
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Security incident  Under the program’s 2025 guidelines, community organisations must report to the department

reports

within one business day any incidents involving:
e harm to or by program participants
e the police

e ahospital visit.

Between 2022 and 2026, the program's organisations reported a total of 26 security incidents to
the department. Only 5 of the 12 community organisations have reported any security incidents.

This suggests that some organisations may be more compliant with the reporting requirements
than others, or dealing with higher risk participants. The organisation reporting by far the highest
number of incidents was Meli, which made 16 out of the total of 26 incident reports.

We have not seen any evidence of the department following up with organisations that submitted
few or no security incident reports on their compliance with the guidelines.

Meli told us that, given the complexity of its clients, reporting every instance of police contact,
hospital attendance or harm involving a young person would result in a very high volume of
notifications.

The department told us that it is revising the guidelines to remove the security incident reporting
requirements.

None of the 26 security incident reports involved any allegations of community organisation staff
abuse or negligence. One out of the 26 involved an incident on an organisation’s premises. In
December 2025, the department'’s incident log records a ‘big brawl’ between 2 rival gangs outside
the program room at Melton City Council.

The reported incidents include the alleged involvement of program participants in stabbings at
train stations and other public places, threatening residential care case workers with axes and
knives, and setting fires and assaulting workers in department stores.
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0.

Appendices

There are 3 appendices covering responses from reviewed agencies and information about

how we perform our work.

Appendix A: Submissions and comments
Appendix B: Abbreviations, acronyms and glossary

Appendix C: Review scope and method
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Appendix A:
Submissions and comments

We have consulted with the Department of Justice and Community Safety, Victoria Police
and the 12 community organisations delivering the program. We considered their views
when reaching our review conclusions. As required by the Audit Act 1994, we gave a draft
copy of this report, or relevant extracts, to those agencies and asked for their submissions
and comments.

Responsibility for the accuracy, fairness and balance of those comments rests solely with
the relevant agency head.

Responses received

Agency Page
Department of Justice and Community Safety A-2
Anglicare Victoria A-5
Banksia Gardens Community Services A-7
Meli A-10
Workways A-13
The Youth Junction Inc A-15
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Response provided by the Secretary, Department of Justice and Community Safety

PROTECTED

Secretary Level 26
121 Exhibition Street
Melbourne Victoria 3000
Telephone: (03) 9915 3759
www _justice.vic_gov.au

QOur ref: 26085530
Mr Andrew Greaves
Auditor-General
Victorian Auditor-General's Office
By email:

Dear Mr Greaves
Proposed report: Preventing youth crime

Thank you for your letter of 26 August 2026 providing the proposed report on Preventing
youth crime for final response. The Department of Justice and Community Safety (the
department) has reviewed the report and is pleased that it incorporates much of the previous
feedback.

However, we still consider the report relies on assumptions about program participants that
do not align with the design of the Youth Crime Prevention Program (YCPP). The department
maintains that program completion, rather than commencement alone, is an important factor
and that program providers assess participant risk is using evidence-based tools by program
providers.

| have attached further feedback for your consideration. The attached action plan, due for
completion by 31 July 2027, addresses the 2 recommendations directed to the department.

If you have any questions or require further information, please contact ,
Executive Director, Data, Performance and Governance, on or via email to
Yours sincerely

Emma Cassar PSM
Secretary
08/09/2026

Encl. DJCS Feedback — Preventing youth crime, DJCS Action Plan — Preventing youth crime
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Response provided by the Secretary, Department of Justice and Community Safety, continued

v
DJCS action plan "

Preventing youth crime

\ LY

# | VAGO recommends that Response By:
DJCS/relevant agencies:

1 | Ensures the Youth Crime Accept 1.1 | Introduce and monitor 31-Jul-2027
Prevention Program reaches its strengthened reporting
intended participants and reduces requirements to support:
offending and reoffending by: « providers to more
¢ introducing minimum participant consistently report

data and record-keeping participant eligibility and
requirements to support the amount and types of
participant eligibility decisions services delivered to
« establishing specific and participants
measurable service delivery ¢ evaluation of program
targets effectiveness and inform
« collecting the data needed to future refinements to
evaluate the overall effectiveness program design.
of the Youth Crime Prevention 1.2 | Support program providers | 31-Jul-2027
Program. to collect and gain consent
to share sensitive
participant data to support
the department to better
understand post-program
reoffending and evaluate
the YCPP’s effectiveness.
1.3 | Propose to establish 31-Dec-
specific and measurable 2026
service delivery targets for
future iterations of YCPP.

2 | ldentifies the lessons learned from Accept 2.1 | Strengthen reporting 31-Aug-
the Youth Crime Prevention requirements for YCPP 2026
Program and apply them both to the providers to support the
Youth Crime Prevention Program development of a stronger
and similar youth crime prevention evidence-base for the
initiatives by: program’s effectiveness,

« ensuring its advice to the which will underpin future
government is based on advice to government.
evidence Note this activity is
e re-establishing and maintaining complete.
the community of practice for the 2.2 | Re-establish and maintain | 31-Dec-
Youth Crime Prevention Program the YCPP Community of 2026
so organisations can share their Practice in the 2026-27
learning on what works to reduce funding period.
youth crime -
¢ working with relevant agencies to 23 C_ontlnue to mee_t regularly | N/A
apply lessons from the Youth with other agencies
Crime Prevention Program. workmg_ on Ayouth_cnme
prevention including the
Violence Reduction Unit,

Page 1 of 2
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Response provided by the Secretary, Department of Justice and Community Safety, continued

PROTECTED

-\ Y

# | VAGO recommends that
DJCS/relevant agencies:

Department of Families,
Fairness and Housing and
Victoria Police to share
learnings across youth
crime prevention
programs. Note this activity
is complete.

2.4

Incorporate evidence of the
program’s effectiveness
gathered from the first
round of quarterly
reporting, using the new
reporting template, into
future program funding
requests and
implementation.

30-Nov-
2026

25

Hold quarterly meetings
with providers to ensure
insights and lessons from
the program are shared
with the department and
that quantitative data from
the reporting template is
supplemented with
qualitative data, to provide
the fullest understanding of
program delivery.

31-Dec-
2026

Page 2 of 2
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Response provided by the Chief Executive Officer, Anglicare Victoria

¢ Anglicare
PN Victoria

103 Hoddle Street
Collingwood Vic 3066

4 September 2026 POBox 45
Abbotsford Vic 3067

info@anglicarevic.org.au
anglicarevic.org.au

Mr Andrew Greaves

Auditor-General T:0394126133
py F: 039415 9181

Email;

Dear Mr Greaves
Re: Auditor General’s report “Preventing Youth Crime”

Thank you for the opportunity to provide a response to your proposed report Preventing Youth
Crime.

As you note in your proposed report, the nature of activities offered under the program varies by
location. We would therefore like to take the opportunity to provide further information about the
unique activities offered by Anglicare Victoria, the nature of the program, and some of the evidence
of its efficacy.

Multi Systemic Therapy (MST) is a therapeutic program which involves a range of interventions
tailored to each young person and their families’ needs. The comment in the report about helping
parents to monitor their children is accurate, but it significantly understates the scope of the work.

Our practitioners work intensively with families to strengthen parenting capacity, improve family
relationships and communication, increase school engagement, reduce the influence of anti-social
peers, build problem-solving and coping skills, address substance use and offending behaviours,
and develop sustainable support networks that promote long-term behavioural change.

MST also works in close partnership with local police, schools and other community stakeholders to
disrupt involvement in criminal peer groups, identify unsafe persons of interest who may be
criminally or sexually exploiting young people, and strengthen protective factors around vulnerable
adolescents.

As a result, while only one young person may be counted as receiving a service, multiple individuals
directly benefit from the intervention and increased capacity within the family and support network.

| also note that this ecological model of offending, which acknowledges the importance of the
surrounding environment, resonates strongly with the public health model of youth offending that
underpins the Violence Reduction Unit’s approach.

| welcome your recommendations focus on the importance of data collection, evaluation, and advice
based on robust evidence. In the case of MST, the international evidence base has been
developing for 30 years and includes over 60 studies and more than 130 peer-reviewed journal
articles. Importantly, results have been replicated across different independent research teams.

Collectively, these studies capture the outcomes of work with 48,000 families. Importantly, the
studies include documented impacts over the long-term. Further details are publicly available at the
MST website: hitps://www.mstservices.com/tesearch. A brief overview is attached.

-

ABN 97 397 067 466 A member of Anglicare Australia. Incarporated by Act of Parliament ‘O*O
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Response provided by the Chief Executive Officer, Anglicare Victoria, continued

The development and support of robust, evidence-based and solution-focused interventions in
youth justice is vital, and | welcome the opportunity to respond to this report.

Yours sincerely

Dl

Paul McDonald
Chief Executive Officer

ot

ABN 97 397 067 466 A member of Anglicare Australia. Incarporated by Act of Parliament ‘O*O
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Response provided by the Acting Chief Executive Officer, Banksia Gardens Community Services

)
&anksia Gardens

Community Services

8 September 2026

Andrew Greaves

Auditor General

Victorian Auditor General’s Office
Level 31, 35 Collins Street
Melbourne Vic. 3000

Dear Mr Greaves

Re: Response to VAGO’s Preventing Youth Crime report

In response to your letter from the 26th of August, we are writing with some comments on your
proposed report Preventing Youth Crime as requested.

The Youth Crime Prevention Program (YCPP) at Banksia Gardens Community Services (Banksia) has
been an incredibly important service for people in the northern suburbs of Melbourne, and we
believe it is important to address what we perceive are some of the limitations of the report in
understanding effective youth crime prevention.

The key challenge in understanding the efficacy of the YCPP is also what underpins its potential.
Variation from each LGA in theory of change, funded activities and target groups was a deliberate
Departmental choice to enable hyper-local responses led by communities with persistently high
levels of youth crime. From Banksia’s perspective, this approach has been essential to meet the
changing needs of our local community, enabling us to draw on knowledge and history with local
families, to support young offenders, and those we know are at risk of entering the criminal justice
system. However, this flexibility also makes evaluation difficult. There is also a general challenge in
demonstrating the efficacy of crime prevention programs more broadly, without research
underpinned by a control group of young people. The benefits are also realised over the long term
and, as noted in the report, there are many factors impacting on the lives of young people other than
the intervention.

As noted in the report, the variation between providers is significant and the Banksia program stands
out as highly targeted and cost effective. 68 out of 118 identified Banksia participants were alleged
offenders at the start of engagement and because we are a hyperlocal place based organisation we
are also able to target young people engaged in high risk behaviour before they have come to the
attention of police and registered a first offence. The cost per participant at Banksia Gardens was
$4,743 which is below 50% of the broader program average of $9,643 per participant.

Drawing policy conclusions from the report poses several challenges. We agree that approaches to
youth crime should be informed by the evidence and cost effective. In the popular imagination, the
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Response provided by the Acting Chief Executive Officer, Banksia Gardens Community Services, continued

)
&anksia Gardens

Community Services

solution to youth crime is policing and punishment. While this is outside the scope of the VAGO
report, it is important to note the lack of evidence to support these options when considering the
efficacy of non-punitive, preventative approaches to youth crime. It is also important to note the
general paucity of high-quality academic studies to guide the program design. But the absence of
evidence is not the same as an evidence of absence.

Through our work with young people, we are acutely aware that persistent youth offenders are also
some of the most vulnerable young people in society with histories of chronic and or significant
trauma and neglect. This is most starkly illustrated by the overlap between people with Child
Protection involvement and contact with the criminal justice system. In this context, effective
prevention work is a long and at times slow process but one with the potential to have long term
and intergenerational payoffs. When this is understood alongside our effective targeting, achieving
a 36% rate of non-offending in 6 months is a significant achievement.

There is scant evidence that incarceration is an effective means of crime prevention and it is
therefore useful to compare the cost of incarceration (without considering the other costs of crime)
against the cost of supporting young people through our programs. The average cost per participant
in our youth crime prevention program is $4,743 for six months (or $9,486 per year) and a single day
in youth justice custody costs $7,304. Put another way, supporting a young person in the community,
providing guidance, social and emotional skill development, prosocial activities and links to
education and employment, is equivalent to 31 hours and 10 minutes in custody. The cost of the
program across the state over the last ten years is $40 million dollars which equates to about 15
youth custody years. If as few as 30 of the 2,700 young people supported by one of the services
avoided 6 months in youth custody, the program would be value for money. That is to say the
program would be value for money by successfully working with just over 1% of clients.

There are also other benefits from the program outside of diverting people from the justice system.
These benefits, captured in our many case studies, include young people acquiring and maintaining
paid work, returning to school or other education pathways, improving their relationships and
capacity to cope with adversity and building confidence to access support when times are tough.
One of the more successful interventions at Banksia Gardens has been to give people work in our
social enterprises. In the last two years we have given paid work opportunities to 23 young people
with multiple risk factors for offending and those with substantial justice system involvement. The
young people employed there have gone on to re-engage with education, transition to mainstream
employment or have become operationally important at the social enterprises. It is hard to
emphasise the significance of this intervention for people with high barriers to employment and
intergenerational experiences of poverty.

At Banksia Gardens, we are confident in the efficacy and targeting of our program. We work with
young people who are generally mid-teens and at the start of an escalating period of offending. They
are typically disengaged from school and unemployed and have other compounding risk factors such
as intergenerational justice system involvement and poverty, housing and family instability, mental

p 039309 8531 www.banksiagardens.org.au
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Response provided by the Acting Chief Executive Officer, Banksia Gardens Community Services, continued

)
&anksia Gardens

Community Services

health and/or drug and alcohol issues. They are often at a critical turning point and vulnerable to
criminal exploitation. We are not able to change this trajectory for all young people but there are
regular successful interventions and many young people, and their parents, will tell us that the
support we provided was a critical factor in improving their lives. Limiting access to services such
as ours for some of Melbourne’s most vulnerable young people would be both a failure to protect
the most vulnerable and a significant risk of escalation in local offending.

Banksia Gardens Community Services is an organisation committed to improving the lives of people
in our community and this requires ongoing learning and development. We fully support the
tightening and improvement of the program design and enhanced evaluation frameworks and look
forward to working with the department to expand our service and to improve the evidence for
effective crime prevention.

Should you require any additional information, please do not hesitate to contact me or my colleague
Paul Atkinson, Manager Community Development and Youth.

Best regards,

Jaime de Loma-Osorio
Acting CEO
Banksia Gardens Community Services
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Response provided by the Director Youth, Housing and South West, Meli

MeELI

Senicr Manager, Education an dlustice
Parliamentary reports and services

Victorian Auditor General’s office

Re: Response to Victorian Auditor-General's Office Report on Crime Prevention Funding and the
Youth Crime Prevention Program

Meli welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the Victorian Auditor-General's Office (VAGO)
report examining Grime Prevention funding and the Youth Grime Prevention Program (YCPP).

Meli supports robust evaluation, accountability and evidence-infermed investment in early intervention
initiatives that seek to reduce young people's involvement with the criminal justice system while improving
community safety outcomes. We acknowledge the value of the report in promoting continuous
improvement across the crime prevention system and informing future investment decisions.

While we support the intent and objectives of the report, we believe it is important that findings are
interpreted within the context of program design, participant complexity and the timeframes required to
achieve sustainable behavioural change. Caution should be exercised when drawing conclusions from
short-term offending data or applying aggregate findings across diverse service models, including the
Reignite program delivered by Meli.

Our feedback focuses on three key areas:
e Theinterpretation of program outcomes and evaluation timeframes;
s Therepresentation of program cohorts and eligibility criteria; and
e Clarification regarding the implementation of the report's recommendations.

Program Outcomes and Evaluation Timeframes

Meli acknowledges the reports’ efforts to assess program effectiveness, however we note several
considerations relevant to the understanding of outcomes.

Evaluation Timeframe

The repert measures outcomes within six months of program commencement. Meli’s Reignite program is
designed as an intensive, longer-term intervention, with participants typically engaged for between a 12-
and 18-month period. As a result, a six-month assessment peried is unlikely to capture the fullimpact of

the pregram or the longer-term behavioural changes it seeks to achieve.

Meli recommends that future evaluations incorporate longer-term outcome measures to provide a more
accurate and comprehensive assessment of program effectiveness.

.
BCYF — Bethany Ltd trading as Meli Community m e I I .O rg -a U
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Response provided by the Director Youth, Housing and South West, Meli, continued

Participant Risk Profile
Many young people are referred to Reignite during periods of escalating offending behaviour, increased
police contact or significant personal and family instability. Continued offending during the early stages of

engagement should therefore be considered within this context and not necessarily interpreted as
evidence of reduced program impact.

For this client group, positive outcomes often emerge progressively through improvementsin engagement,
stability, education participation, family functioning and reduced risk factors before measurable
reductions in offending behaviour are observed.

Early Program Exits

Outcome data relating to participants who exit the program prematurely, should be analysed separately
from those who complete or substantially engage with the intervention.

Clients who disengage early have not received the full program intervention, and combining their
outcomes with those whoe have completed the program may limit the accuracy of conclusions regarding
overall program effectiveness.

Access to Organisation-Level Data

To support a more informed interpretation of the findings, Meli requests access to the organisation-level
data underpinning Figure 3, including the police-recorded alleged offending data relevant to Meli's Reignite

participants.

Access to this information would assist Meli in understanding the reported outcomes and identifying
potential opportunities for service improverment.

Program Cohort and Eligibility Criteria
Target Cohort Representation

Meli notes positively that the repert identifies Reignite as having the highest propoertion of participants from
the intended target cohort.

This finding demonstrates effective referral pathways and indicates that the program is successfully
engaging young people with the level of risk and complexity it was specifically designed to support.

Clarification of Eligibility Criteria

Meli recommends clarification of the wording relating to participant eligibility and priority cohorts.

While young people aged 10 to 15 years are eligible for the program, young people residing in Residential
Care are considered a priority cohort only where additional risk factors are present. The current wording

may unintentionally suggest that residential care status alone determines prioritisation, which does not
accurately reflect the program's eligibility framework.

Appendix A-11 | Preventing Youth Crime | Victorian Auditor-General’s Report 2026-27



Response provided by the Director Youth, Housing and South West, Meli, continued

Clarifying this distinction would improve the accuracy of the report and better reflect the program's

intended target group.
Meli’s Response to Recommendations
Recommendation 1

Meli supports Recommendation 1 and welcomes initiatives that strengthen program design, service

delivery, performance monitoring and evaluation.

A strong evidence base is essential to ensuring crime prevention funding is directed toward approaches
that achieve meaningful outcomes for young people and communities.

Recommendation 2

Meli generally supports Recommendation 2 but seeks further clarification regarding the intention to "work

with relevant agencies to apply lessons from the YCPP."
Specifically, Meli would welcome additional infermation about any anticipated implications for:

¢ Service delivery models;
s  Performance expectations and reporting requirements;
e Future commissioning arrangements; and

¢ Funding and investment approaches.

Greater clarityregarding implementation expectations will assist service providersto effectively contribute
to future program improvements and sector-wide learning.

Meli welcomes continued engagement with the Department of Justice and Community Safety, Victoria
Police, local partners and funded community organisationsto strengthen program design, implementation
and outcome measurement across the Youth Crime Prevention Program.

We believe future evaluation approaches should appropriately reflect participant complexity, recoghise
the staged nature of behavioural change and account for the longer-term engagement model required to
achieve sustainable outcomes for vulnerable young people participating in Reignite.

Thank you for considering Meli's response. We remain committed to working collaboratively with
government and community partners to improve outcomes for young people, strengthen community
safety and ensure that crime prevention investment is informed by evidence, local context and the realities

of the cohorts being supported.

Yours sincerely,

Josephine Taylor, Director Youth, Housing and South West, Meli
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Response provided by the Chief Executive Officer, Workways

@EM Eiorive
PROGRAM

WV WORKWAYS

1% September 2026

Mr Andrew Greaves

Auditor-General

Level 31, 35 Collins Street

MELBOURNE VIC 3000

Dear Mr Greaves,

Re: Preventing Youth Crime Report, Feedback

Thank you for the opportunity to review the proposed report and invitation to provide a letter with
comments on the report, consistent with the Audit Act 1994 (the Act).

Workways Australia delivers the Gippsland Engaged Mentoring (GEM) Program providing young people
who have engaged in criminal activity or who are at risk of engaging in criminal activity and disconnecting
with community, with access to a volunteer adult mentor for friendship and guidance. Our program is very
important to the East Gippsland community, and has been running since 2002, representing more than two
decades of support for young people in need in our regional area.

Our program improves life outcomes by helping participants remain in school, maintain employment and
strengthen family and community relationships.

There are some elements of feedback that we wish to address in the VAGO report, Preventing Youth Crime.

On page 25 of the report, it states that the Department raised concerns that Workways had not
staffed the program adequately between January and June 2025. These concerns were
subsequently addressed and Workways was able to demonstrate that we had in fact staffed the
program appropriately during this time, and at the time of a resignation of a key staff member in
September 2025, we were able to provide suitable support staff until the recruitment of an
experienced and highly skilled new co-ordinator toward the end of 2025.

VAGO did not conduct a site visit to review the Workways GEM program and as such this may have
impacted the quality of their reporting on our program success. We understand that the audit
standards did require VAGO to base evidence on documentary evidence but also acknowledge that
seeing the program in action would have been beneficial to the review.

Workways receives funding from the Department of Justice and Community Safety to deliver the
GEM program, however we have not had success in engaging the local branch of the department in
supporting GEM with youth referrals. Our existing participant cohort is drawn from community-
based referrals and voluntary engagement.

Whilst Workways recognises the need to monitor and evaluate the impact of public funding, we
caution against setting stringent and uniform measures for the Youth Crime Prevention Program.
The motivations and circumstances of youth engaging in criminal activity are diverse and complex,
so providing the flexibility to lead different approaches to crime reduction is important.

The VAGO report looked at recidivism within a finite time period and determined that this should
be a measure of success. Any organisation that works with young people knows that behavioural
change takes significant time, and we aim to overturn learnt behaviours reinforced by their

Executive Management Team GEM Program Page 1 of 2
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Response provided by the Chief Executive Officer, Workways, continued

environment and other external factors. It is recommended that a lengitudinal study would be
more appropriate to measure the success of youth crime prevention programs.

In addition, we recommend benchmarking against similar programs in other States such as the
Kickstarter and Proven Initiatives programs in Queensland.

We would welcome future discussions about how our program could complement justice-related services
or operate as a preventative option within a diversion framework.

Yours sincerely,

Karly McCaskill
Chief Executive Officer
Workways Australia Ltd

Executive Management Team GEM Program Page 2 of 2
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Response provided by the Chief Executive Officer, The Youth Junction Inc

Mr Andrew Greaves
Auditor-General
Victorian Auditor-General’s Office

Dear Auditor-General,
Re: Preventing Youth Crime

The Youth Junction Inc welcomes the Victorian Auditor-General's Office review of the Youth
Crime Prevention Program (YCPP) and the opportunity to provide comments.

TYJ supports the overall intent of the report and its recommendations to strengthen program
oversight, data collection, performance measurement and evaluation. We believe these
measures have the potential to strengthen the evidence base for the continued investment in
youth crime prevention and support continuous improvement across the program.

Having delivered the YCPP for 10 years, TYJ offers the following comments regarding the
practicalimplementation of the recommendations.

Minimum participant data and record keeping

TYJ supports the introduction of minimum participant data and record-keeping requirements to
strengthen consistency and transparency in participant eligibility decisions.

Implementation should, however, ensure that minimum requirements support rather than

replace professional judgement. There is a risk that overly prescriptive requirements could
unintentionally exclude young people who are at signhificant risk but do not meet a narrowly
defined set of criteria.

Young people entering the YCPP can present with multiple and interconnected needs, and
referral circumstances can change rapidly. Eligibility requirements should therefore allow
sufficient flexibility to respond to individual circumstances and local context.

Consideration should also be given to how risk isidentified. This could include evidence-
informed indicators such as adverse childhood experiences and other known risk and
protective factors, rather than relying solely on a limited set of eligibility criteria.

Any new administrative, data collection or eligibility requirements should also be accompanied
by appropriate consideration of the resources required to implement them. Where
requirements materially increase the administrative or service delivery burden on funded
organisations, this should be reflected in program funding to ensure that additiocnal compliance
requirements do not reduce the resources available for direct work with young people.

P (03) 9091 8200 F (03)90918203 E infe@youthjunctioninc.net.au 1
Visy Cares Hub, 80B Harvester Road, PO Box 5083, Sunshine VIC 3020
www.youthjunctioninc.net.au
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Response provided by the Chief Executive Officer, The Youth Junction Inc, continued

N4
,

Specific and measurable service delivery targets

TYJ supports clearer and measurable expectations for service delivery. However, targets should
recognise differences in participant complexity, program intensity and the nature of services
delivered.

Care should be taken to ensure that measures do not create incentives to prioritise participant
volume or short-term activity over the depth, duration and quality of engagement required by
young people with more complex needs.

We believe service measures should therefore include an appropriate balance of activity,
engagement, quality and outcomes.

Evaluation of the YCPP

TYJ supports the collection of data necessary to evaluate the overall effectiveness of the YCPP.
We believe this evaluation should consider both offending outcomes and the broader
circumstances of participants and their engagement with services.

In particular, interpretation of offending data should take account of the timing of offending,
participant complexity, program intensity and duration of engagement. Some young people
enter programs during periods of acute crisis or escalating offending behaviour, and offences
recorded shortly after commencement may relate to behaviour occurring before, or very early
in, the intervention.

Independent, regular and timely evaluation could also be considered to ensure program
requirements remain appropriate and that outcomes are being achieved. This would provide an
opportunity to identify emerging issues, assess whether program settings remain fit for purpose
and support adjustments where evidence indicates they are required.

Broader indicators of progress and stability may also be relevant, including engagement with
education, employment, family and community.

The encouraging outcomes identified by VAGO among TYJ's police-matched cohort are relevant
in this context. While these findings cannot establish causation, they highlight the value of
considering the characteristics of the cohort and the nature and duration of intervention when
assessing program outcomes.

Sharing of practice

TYJ strongly supports the recommendation to improve the sharing of lessons across
participating organisations. We welcome the re-establishment of communities of practice as a
practical mechanism for sharing evidence, identifying effective approaches and supporting
continuous improvement.

Overall, TY) supports the direction of the recommendations. We encourage DJCS to consider
the diversity of YCPP providers, participant cohorts and intervention models when determining
how they are implemented.

P (03) 9091 8200 F (03)90918203 E infe@youthjunctioninc.net.au 2
Visy Cares Hub, 80B Harvester Road, PO Box 5083, Sunshine VIC 3020
www.youthjunctioninc.net.au
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Response provided by the Chief Executive Officer, The Youth Junction Inc, continued

A consistent framework is valuable for accountability and evaluation, but sufficient flexibility

willbe important to ensure that implementation does not inadvertently reduce the
responsiveness or effectiveness of community-based prevention work.

The Youth Junction looks forward to working with DICS and other YCPP providers to strengthen
the evidence base and improve outcomes for young people and the community.

Yours sincerely,

Blake Edwards
Chief Executive Officer
The Youth Junction Inc.

P (03) 9091 8200 F (03)90918203 E infe@youthjunctioninc.net.au
Visy Cares Hub, 80B Harvester Road, PO Box 5083, Sunshine VIC 3020
www.youthjunctioninc.net.au
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Appendix B:

Abbreviations, acronyms and glossary

Abbreviations  We use the following abbreviations in this report:

Abbreviation

Full spelling

Banksia
Gardens

the department

the program

Banksia Gardens Community Services

Department of Justice and Community Safety

Youth Crime Prevention Program

Acronyms We use the following acronyms in this report:

Acronym Full spelling

LEAP Law Enforcement Assistance Program

MAST Multi-Agency Support Team

VAGO Victorian Auditor-General's Office

YSAS Youth Support + Advocacy Service

Glossary The following terms are included in or relevant to this report:

Term Explanation

Level of This is a measure of the confidence we have in our conclusions. The quality and

assurance quantity of evidence we obtain affects our level of assurance.
We design our work programs with the information needs of our report users in mind.
We consider if we need to provide them with reasonable assurance or if a lower level of
assurance may be appropriate.

Limited We obtain less assurance when we rely primarily on an agency’s representations and

assurance other evidence generated by that agency. However, we aim to have enough confidence
in our conclusion for it to be meaningful. We call these types of engagements
assurance reviews and typically express our opinions in negative terms. For example,
‘nothing has come to our attention to indicate there is a problem.’
See our assurance services fact sheet for more information.

Reasonable We achieve reasonable assurance by obtaining and verifying direct evidence from a

assurance variety of internal and external sources about an agency's performance. This enables us

to draw a conclusion against an objective with a high level of assurance. We call these
performance audits.

See our assurance services fact sheet for more information.
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Appendix C:
Review scope and method

Scope of this review

Who we
examined

Our review
objective

What we
examined

Why we
conducted this
review

Aspects of
performance
examined

We examined the following agencies:

Agency Their key responsibilities

Department of Justice Funding and overseeing the program.
and Community Safety

Victoria Police Maintaining the LEAP, which is the main central system used to record details of
incidents, crimes, people and locations in support of operational policing
activities. It includes all crime-related data.

12 community Implementing the program. The organisations are: 54 reasons, Anglicare Victoria,

organisations Berry Street, Banksia Gardens Community Services, Centre for Multicultural
Youth, Centre for Participation, Meli, Melton City Council, Sunraysia Community
Health Services, Workways, The Youth Junction Inc, YSAS.

To examine whether the program reduces participants' (re)offending.

e |s the program delivering services to high-risk young people as intended?

e Is the program contributing to reducing the incidence and severity of youth (re)offending?

As investment in new youth crime prevention initiatives increases, it is important for the Victorian
Government to learn from its experience with the program.

Our mandate for performance audits and reviews includes the assessment of economy,
effectiveness, efficiency and compliance (often referred to as the ‘3Es + C').

In this review we focused on the following aspects:

Economy Effectiveness Efficiency Compliance

O o O O

Key:
. Primary focus
Secondary focus

O Not assessed
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Conducting this review

Assessing
performance

To form a conclusion against our objective we used the following lines of inquiry and associated
evaluation criteria.

Line of inquiry Criteria
1. Is the program delivering 1.1 Community organisations select and actively engage participants who have a
services to high-risk young high risk of (re)offending.
people as intended?
12 Participants receive safe, timely and appropriate services that address
crime-related risk factors, including for education, employment and pro-social
activities.

13 The department monitors program delivery and acts to address issues with
community organisations' performance.

2. Is the program contributing 2.1 Participants record fewer and/or less severe youth crime incidents.

to reducing th

severity of youth

(re)offending?

Our methods

Compliance

Cost and time

e incidence and
2.2 Participants' level of engagement in education, employment, family and/or

community connection has improved.

2.3 The department evaluates and continuously improves the program.

As part of the review we:
e matched program participant names with police and youth justice offending data

e reviewed documents and data from the department and community organisations.

Level of assurance

In an assurance review, we primarily rely on the agency's representations and internally generated
information to form our conclusions. By contrast, in a performance audit, we typically gather evidence from
an array of internal and external sources, which we analyse and substantiate using various methods.
Therefore, an assurance review obtains a lower level of assurance than a performance audit (meaning we
have slightly less confidence in the accuracy of our conclusion).

We conducted our review in accordance with the Audit Act 1994 and ASAE 3500 Performance
Engagements to obtain limited assurance to provide a basis for our conclusion.

We complied with the independence and other relevant ethical requirements related to assurance
engagements.

We also provided a copy of the report to the Department of Premier and Cabinet and the
Department of Treasury and Finance.

The full cost of the review and preparation of this report was $366,000.

The duration of the review was 5 months from initiation to tabling.
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Auditor-General's reports tabled in 202627

Report title Tabled
Delivering the Suburban Rail Loop (2026-27: 1) August 2026
Maintaining State Roads (2026-27: 2) September 2026
Public Lottery Licence Extension (2026-27: 3) September 2026
Preventing Youth Crime (2026-27: 4) September 2026

All reports are available for download in PDF and HTML format on our website at www.audit.vic.gov.au
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Our role and contact details

The Auditor- For information about the Auditor-General's role and VAGO's work, please see our online fact
General'srole  sheet About VAGO.

Our assurance  Our online fact sheet Our assurance services details the nature and levels of assurance that we
services provide to Parliament and public sector agencies through our work program.

Contact details  Victorian Auditor-General’s Office
Level 31, 35 Collins Street
Melbourne Vic 3000
AUSTRALIA

Phone +613 8601 7000
Email  enquiries@audit.vic.gov.au
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