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Closing address by former Caretakers resident, A*. 

Acknowledgement of Country 

Before we begin, I would like to acknowledge and pay respect to the Traditional Owners of the land 

on which we meet; the Gadigal and Guring-gai people of the Eora Nation. It is upon their ancestral 

lands that Caretakers Cottage stands. Similarly, I would also like to pay respect to the Elders both past 

and present, acknowledging them as the traditional custodians of knowledge for this place. 

Hi everyone, thank you so much for coming today. I’d like to say a special welcome to the Minister for 

Community Services, the honourable Brad Hazzard, Attorney General and member for Vaucluse the 

Honourable Gabriele Upton. My name is A*, and I turned 18 at the beginning of this year. Mid-to late 

last year, I was a formal client of Caretakers Cottage; I lived in this very refuge, but I still have a very 

strong connection to Caretakers that will probably last a lifetime. I feel so very privileged to have been 

a client of Caretakers, and in all honesty, words cannot express my gratitude for what they have done 

for me. 

Now, we’re in the Eastern suburbs and people often don’t realise how deep an issue youth 

homelessness is, especially in areas that are associated with wealth. I came from a home in a good 

neighbourhood in Sydney, and yet I left home due to all forms of abuse that I experienced on a regular 

basis form family members. I would never want to vilify my parents; my family were so very loving 

they just didn’t necessarily know how to love me in a way which was healthy and nurturing. They had 

their own trauma and psychological issues which unfortunately created a very toxic environment to 

live in. For me, moving out of home was somewhat a choice. The year before I moved out, something 

that had been happening to me within my family was reported to the police by my first psychologist 

following my disclosure. It’s funny, despite feeling like it was wrong, I never thought that it would have 

warranted a report. I guess it shows how far we have to go after being in an environment that tells 

you very negative things about yourself. By the end of the year, I had started getting hospitalised for 

depression very often, much of this due to very negative backlash from my family about the police 

report. I made two attempts on my life that year, and eventually, moved out of home with the aid of 

hospital social workers because another incident had caused me to fear for my life if I returned home. 

The purpose of this speech is really not for me to tell you my sob story. I would never ever try to claim 

that I have gone through any more than anyone else has. In fact, I would say that I have led a very, 

very privileged life. But I do truly want to express how important services such as Caretakers are in 



providing support when young people are struggling. Most, if not all, of the young people that come 

through services like these have had toxic relationships with the adults in their lives. Caretakers 

provides a nurturing, albeit a little rowdy, home environment with kind and caring adult role models, 

who have professional boundaries. This helps young people establish trusting and healthy 

relationships with adults, which can often be a very big struggle as they have to unlearn a lot of 

internalised toxic beliefs that have been engrained since childhood. But this is so important in moving 

forward in life away from a problematic past.  

All of us here, all of us in this world are trying to navigate our lives and establish our sense of identity. 

However, many of the kids coming through the refuge system would have come from backgrounds 

which taught them that they aren’t important, that their existence is not important. And the sad 

consequence of that is that often times we grow up believing that we’re worthless, and fear, that 

maybe we are truly unlovable. The stories that I have seen and heard here however, have only further 

proven to me that there is nothing inherently different about homeless youth. All of us are products 

of our environment. No matter how intelligent you are, how resilient you may be, sometimes bad 

things happen anyways. A lot of self-sabotaging behaviours I’ve seen, like self-harm, substance abuse, 

and violence often stem from these fears and beliefs as well as poor adult role modelling in the past.  

Often time’s kids who partake in these behaviours are slapped with a very reductive and unhelpful 

stereotype, when in reality, there are a lot of complexities behind the stereotypes. I mean, I’ve never 

personally used drugs or been violent, but never in a million years would I say this makes me any 

better than anyone else. In fact, I think all it does is show how lucky I am to not have that extra barrier 

that I have to get through. Places like Caretakers help empower you to take control of your future, 

and move away from your past.  

I remember my two very favourite things about Caretakers would be dinner and outings. It sounds like 

the most insignificant thing, but growing up, my family didn’t eat together. At Caretakers we sit 

together for dinner, and I remember that in itself made me feel so happy and like I had my own little 

family, even if it was a little dysfunctional and peculiar. I remember I used to always tell Anna, who is 

one of the workers that it felt like Christmas when we ate with her because she used to cook up a 

feast with all these amazing things that I had seen in movies. On Saturdays, we used to go and watch 

a movie, which I thought was the best thing ever as we didn’t ever go on outings at home. The workers 

here are truly very nurturing. They provide a very safe environment, shutting down problematic 

behaviours in an understanding way, by talking to the kids, sending them to their room, and giving 

them multiple chances. I watched the most broken spirited kids start believing in themselves, get in 

and out of rehab, get out of a cycle of being locked up in juvenile detention, start school again, start 



thinking about their future, sometimes connect back with their families if appropriate, and move into 

independent housing. I remember when I would get really bad panic attacks, flashbacks, and 

nightmares, the workers would take me for walks and talk to me, and coax me into the present.  

They helped me focus on school, when I was feeling extremely disillusioned and overwhelmed.  I 

moved out of home in the middle of my HSC, which of course, was rather stressful for me. I was getting 

hospitalised around once a month still, resulting in very low attendance. I went to a selective all girl’s 

high school, so I was studying amongst girls who were very bright and aiming for 99.95 ATARS and 

courses such as law and medicine. The workers encouraged me, reminded me that my worth was not 

in my marks, and tried to help me create structured study timetables. A lot of the kids at Caretakers 

didn’t go to school, and I was at a point where I was really struggling and seriously considering 

dropping out.  

I ended up graduating in August of last year, completing my HSC in October, and receiving high marks 

while living at the refuge. I received a conditional offer to study law at one of the better known 

universities at Sydney this year.  I received two scholarships, one of which is an academic scholarship 

which covers the cost of my course in full, and was only offered to three individuals this year. So, I’ve 

started university and am actually more than halfway through my first semester, and am currently 

maintaining a Distinction grade. 

I would never ever have been able to do this without the support of Caretakers, who gave me a chance, 

and showed me that I was important, important enough for me to look after myself and work hard. I 

am honestly so grateful for everything, I don’t think that my achievements are mine at all, but instead 

are reflective of those around me who have given me support. 

The support that Caretakers provides helps remind the very individuals that might feel forgotten by 

society that they matter, and that they can build a future worth living. 

Thank you. 


