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I remember as a young kid being in the car with our family on a 
Sunday pulling up outside the Armidale orphanage. Dad going 
inside and coming back out with a scruffy little kid with big sad 
eyes to spend the day with us. Who was this kid? Who was 
responsible for looking after him? Why was he living in this 
dark, cold and eerie place? Why did he never smile? For me 
as someone with a caring family, 3 meals a day, an education 
and somewhere safe to sleep - it just didn’t make any sense. 
Shouldn’t all kids have this? 

While it still doesn’t make sense I have come to learn the value 
of the old African saying: “it takes a village to raise a child”.  
Fast forward to Armidale 30 years down the track. Once again 
it’s a Sunday and I’m sitting with a handful of friends - Simmo, 
Flinty and Gel - in a cold dark shed looking at not 1 but 10 
scruffy kids with big sad eyes and thinking this problem is 
getting worse. Still with the same question - who is responsible 
for looking after them?  Where is the village?

With that question in mind, in 2006 with no business plan 
and no funding, we went into our village with a deep burning 
passion to find solutions. Kevin Dupe’ and Rosemary Mort 
formed a steering committee and we started.  We needed a 
shed, funding, insurance, and most of all the ability to tell a 
story of hope and caring for these kids with the big sad eyes.  

Our belief and persistence enabled us to offer young people 
in desperate need of a new life journey and a chance to chase 
their hopes and dreams.  Later under the banner of Jobs 
Australia Enterprises and the courageous leadership of Nigel 
Barlow we were supported in developing a model of youth 
work based on our core values of belonging, independence, 
learning and generosity. 

To our many and wonderful supporters that provide our 

funding and help us in countless ways – we thank you. We 
have learnt along the way that with greater resources comes 
better delivery, a bigger team of talented caring staff that never 
give up no matter how hard or impossible the journey seems, 
and improved outcomes.  

Our programs often rely on miracles.  These come in many 
forms: the workers; the ideas; the young people; the funding; 
the volunteers; and a community that wants things to be 
different. During my Churchill scholarship study I was lucky 
enough to visit a 40 year old program in San Patrignano (Italy) 
that opened my eyes to what just might be possible. A framed 
photo of some graffiti on a wall from their early years as they 
started which said: “We’re already doing what’s possible. We 
are trying to do the impossible. We are getting set up to do a 
miracle”.

I am humbled by all the support that has got us here to our first 
Annual Report. It is the first of many to come. The foundations 
have been built here in Armidale but we know it is not enough. 
We have an approach and programs that are proven to work 
and now we have started to share this with other communities.  
Helping other communities find solutions for their young 
people who need a hand to get back on track is one of our 
most important challenges for the future.

Bernie Shakeshaft 
CEO

MESSAGE FROM OUR CEO

It is my pleasure to address our Stakeholders for my first time 
and the first time for BackTrack's evolution from a subsidiary 
of Jobs Australia Enterprises (also based in Armidale) to an 
independent DGR status charitable organisation. I would like 
to thank Jobs Australia Enterprises for their support during the 
years.

During this past year we have become an independent 
organisation with a Board with broad skills to complement 
the excellent team of people lead by Bernie Shakeshaft.  
Their dedication and ability is helping to save young lives 
from severe dislocation from society.  Through their efforts, 
many of the young men and women who have participated in 
BackTrack's programs over the past 12 years have become 
solid contributors to society and the workforce, paying their 
way, raising families and becoming upstanding members of 
our community.

We are also immensely proud that the Governor of NSW, His 
Excellency General The Honourable David Hurley AC DSC, 
and Mrs Linda Hurley, have seen fit to become our patrons 
after spending time with Bernie and our young people at 
Armidale and our residential facility at Warrah.

It is inspiring to have received many accolades for what we 
do including recently receiving the coveted Australian Crime 
and Violence Prevention Gold Award in the community-
led category recognising best practice in the prevention or 
reduction of violence and other types of crime in Australia.

Funding is of course critical for any program to succeed and 
our sponsor and contributor list is growing, allowing us to 
better serve our community.

On behalf of the Board, our team and importantly our young 
people, thank you for your support and guidance and we look 
forward with optimism for the journey ahead.

Greg Paramor AO 
Chair 

MESSAGE FROM OUR CHAIR
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BackTrack helps young 
people to  
“get back on track”.

Image from the early years of San Patrignano (Italy).  Graffiti 
translates as: “We’re already doing what’s possible. We’re trying 
to do the impossible. We’re getting set up to do a miracle.”

To help as many young 
people having a hard time 
as possible.
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BackTrack Youth Works has been working with young people 
since 2006 to help them turn their lives around. Using the 
distinctive strategies developed by founder Bernie Shakeshaft, 
BackTrack enables young people who have lost their way to 
reconnect with education and training, become work ready and 
secure meangingful employment. Most importantly BackTrack 
helps young people to “get back on track” by developing strong, 
happy and healthy foundations that result in positive life pathways 
and full participation in their communities.   

BackTrack delivers youth support and a range of programs 
aligned to its four core values;

• Belonging

• Independence 

• Learning 

• Generosity  

These guiding values are derived from a traditional Canadian 
First Nations model of healing.  

• Belonging is about being connected and being part of  
  something – be it a family, a school group, a community or a  
  team for example.  

• Independence is about not only having a say in your own life,   
  but also taking responsibility for your own actions and  
  choices.  

• Learning is about growing through mastering new skills and  
  capabilities – this can be in any area (it really doesn’t matter  
  what) from writing to welding, from dog training to drawing,  
  just as long as you are learning something new.  

• Generosity is all about giving something back and contributing  
  – be it on an individual basis to others around you, or on a  
  broader level to the community you are part of.

One feature which distinguishes BackTrack from other youth 
organisations is that young people have the time to develop at 
their own pace. Our programs allow all participants to gain a 
sense of belonging, strong positive identity and the self-belief 
to pursue their personal aspirations. Since 2006, this approach 
has supported 87% of the 1000 young participants transitioning 
out of BackTrack into either further training, education or stable 
employment. 

The majority of BackTrack's participants are boys aged between 
12 and 18. Currently 75% of our participants are Indigenous and 
from disadvantaged backgrounds.  Many of the young people 
we work with are disengaged from the education system, don’t 
have secure or supportive families and homes, have high rates of 
psychological trauma and distress, and are often in contact with 
the criminal justice system.  The young people we work with are 
some of the most marginalised young people in our community, 
and research has shown that when they first come to us, they 
have even higher levels of distress than young people in prison 
due to their turbulent lifestyles.  Despite this, when given the 
opportunity, through BackTrack's unique no nonsense supportive 
approach, they show themselves to be resilient and brilliant!

Belonging

Independence

Learning

Generosity

BackTrack's 
four core 
values
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OUR ACHIEVEMENTS

At BackTrack we pride ourselves on giving every young 
person a chance to shine.  Learning to work is a key pathway 
to achieving this, be it through education or employment via 
part-time, full-time or school-based traineeships.  All are 
equally important mechanisms and this is why BackTrack 
seeks to employ program participants as casual staff where 
ever possible.  This has resulted in some of BackTrack's former 
participants becoming some of our most experienced and 
qualified youth workers.  With the four former participants on 
staff, we find that their life experience enables them to relate 
exceptionally well to the young people we work with.  We 
also have 12 BackTrack participants currently employed as 
trainees or casual staff.  Many young people, with BackTrack's 
support have successfully achieved their HSC, or completed 
traineeships – and are often the first in their families to do so.

Most importantly it is the results for the young people 
themselves that count.  The BackTrack approach really works 
and makes a difference in the lives of young people in need of 
a hand.  Research1 conducted by the University of New South 
Wales, the University of New England and the Hunter Medical 
Research Institute shows that BackTrack has a considerable 
impact. After only a short time at BackTrack, we find that rates 
of severe psychological distress are halved, suicidal ideation 
is reduced by 40%, there is a 70% drop in school suspensions, 
school attendance rates increase by 66% and there is a 
reduction in illicit drug use by 25%. BackTrack also has a 
positive effect on reducing the criminal behaviour of young 
people. An analysis of police data indicates a marked decline in 
youth crime from 2006 and onwards.  Research underway to be 
published in due course indicates that for every $1 invested in 
BackTrack the community receives $3.50 in economic benefit, 
by reducing the participation of young people in crime.

1. A systematic review of programs like BackTrack for high risk young people, that are alternatives to detention was published in the Australia and New  
    Zealand Journal of Public Health. Available online at http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1753-6405.12573/full 
 
   The Feasibility of Embedding Data Collection into the Routine Service Delivery of a Multi- Component Program for High-Risk Young PeopleThis  
   research paper can be accessed at this link: http://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/14/2/208 
 
   An analysis of the relationship between a community-based prevention program for young people with multiple and complex needs and the  
   prevalence of crime NDARC Monograph Number 65 The monograph can be accessed at this link: https://ndarc.med.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/ 
   ndarc/resources/NDARC%20Monograph%2065.p df

BackTrack has been honoured to receive recognition for the work we do. Awards over the past few years 
include:

2017 
• Australian Crime and Violence  
  Prevention Awards  - Gold award  
  in the community-led category  
  recognising best practice in the  
  prevention or reduction of violence  
  and other types of crime in Australia. 

2016 
• Armidale Business Chamber Awards –  
  Community Service of the Year 

2015  
• NSW Youth Service of the Year

• Regional Development Australian  
  Innovation Awards - Research   
  and Education

2014 
• Armidale Dumaresq Business  
  Chamber Awards – Outstanding  
  Contribution to Community  
  Services
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2012 
• Australian College of Educators HTB  
  Harris Award - Innovative Educational  
  Initiative

• Nanga Mai NSW Excellence Award in  
  Aboriginal Education for the Armidale  
  High School/ BackTrack partnership  
  model

• Armidale Chamber of Commerce  
  Business Awards – Community  
  Organisation

2011 
• Premier of New South Wales  
  Community Service Award

• Youth Attainment and Transitions    
  National Partnership Initiative - for the  
  Armidale High School and BackTrack  
  partnership educational outcomes

2010 
• Premier of New South Wales  
  Community Service Award

2013 
• Northern Inland Innovation Awards –  
  Research and Education 

• National Association for Prevention of  
  Child Abuse and Neglect – Innovative  
  Community Program for Safety and  
  Wellbeing of Young People
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PAWS UP

Paws Up is one of BackTrack's best known and loved 
programs.  These amazing dogs work with our young people, 
who spend time with them, care for them, train them and 
take them out to perform and bring joy where ever they 
go.  The team of dogs and their young handlers give public 
demonstrations of dog jumping and dog handling, attend dog 
jumping competitions and cattle trials, visit people in aged care 
facilities and hospitals, and participate in community events.  
The dogs also provide support to vulnerable young people in 
court and even lend company and a furry non-judgemental ear 
for primary school children learning to read.

The dogs impact on our young people cannot be overstated 
(creating increased self-esteem via performances and public 
speaking showcasing their skills, developing leadership through 
training and handling the dogs, and engaging with others).  
In addition, and most important of all, the dogs' unwavering 
companionship provides a calming support to our young 
people when they need it most and indirectly teaches them all 
important self-moderating behaviours.

The Paws Up program is a highly effective way to get young 
people engaged and out of town on the weekends.   We do 
this by attending and presenting at numerous rural shows 
and community events. Meeting people at events across the 
region it is always clear that there are a lot of people from many 
different communities experiencing the same difficulties as we 
do.

One of our favourite events this year was Boggabri Drovers 
Campfire.  This is a regular fixture on the Paws Up calendar 
as they are such a warm and appreciative audience and so 
supportive of our young people.   This year one of our youngest 
dog handlers (12 years old) achieved first place in the working 
dog section with Rex the mighty jumping dog.  Overcome 
with excitement he shouted, "You rock, Rexy!". An audience 
member heard this and said, “What you men do with the young 
boys in our community is beautiful and we need to be able to 
spread it further around Australia”.  Its warmth and support like 
that which helps us keep doing what we do.

AGLADS

The AgLads program was designed from the outset to not only 
give opportunities to young people but also to address the 
skills shortage amongst rural industries in our region.  Aglads 
provides practical skills, training and experience on farm and 
offers a pathway to locally relevant employment opportunities.  
The Aglads team do lamb marking, fencing, drenching, weed 
control, wood cutting, tree planting and many other on farm 
jobs.  This builds connections with the local industry and 
agricultural community at the same time.

The Aglads team are a force to be reckoned with.  They often 
surprise those farmers and businesses who bring them in 
to help with their capacity to work.  In all conditions, and all 
seasons, no matter how tough the terrain, and with physically 
demanding work, they roll up their sleeves and get the job 
done.

The support of local farmers and related businesses is critical 
to giving our young people the opportunity to learn and grow in 
a sector that provides strong and stable employment pathways 
and future job opportunities.  Working on farm also provides a 
perfect opportunity to learn and grow outside the classroom.  
Participants learn concentration and discipline and can 
discover new skills and passions for themselves whilst out on 
farm.  

This year AgLads has focussed on work- ready skills 
development with a view to enabling the transition of our more 
experienced young people into BackTrack's new Group Training 
initiative. Smaller group sizes made possible through increased 
staffing has resulted in higher rates of skills attainment 
amongst our AgLads participants.  

The AgLads boys most enjoy fencing, sheep drenching, lamb 
marking, animal husbandry, mustering, wood cutting, dog 
handling and cattle work. As a 13-year-old boy in the program 
said, “I love being out in the bush - are you sure you can 
get paid to do this?”.  As one of our 18-year-old participants 
commented recently, "I don’t know how I survived on the dole. I 
could never go back!”

“What you men do with the 
young boys in our community 
is beautiful and we need to be 
able to spread it further around 
Australia.”

“ I don’t know how I survived 
on the dole. I could never go 
back!”
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IRONMAN WELDERS

IronMan Welders are famous for making everything from 
sculptures to farm gates. With supervised support and 
training in welding and carpentry, our young people not only 
get introduced to these trades, but also get to express their 
creativity in a safe and supportive environment.  This is real 
life learning and was one of the first programs established 
at BackTrack.  By working on welding and other hands on 
projects, the young people involved learn concentration and 
discipline, and gain pride in their achievements.  They also 
learn associated workplace health and safety requirements as 
they go.  

The opening of BackTrack's very own gallery on site at "The 
Shed" has been a great achievement this year.  This provided a 
venue for the inaugural exhibition by Australia's premier canine 
artist "Wonksy".  The opening night saw the arts community 
turn out in numbers to support this unique and hilarious event.  
The Black Gully Music Festival was also a great success and 
provided a fantastic opportunity to display many of the larger 
Ironman Welders' sculptures (such as life size kangaroos, emus 
and a crocodile) in a beautiful outdoor setting.  Presenting 
a Waratah sculpture to His Excellency and Mrs Hurley on 
BackTrack's visit to Government House in August was a huge 
honour for all involved. 

IronMan Welders also make farm equipment and the huge 
demand for our dog kennels has been an unexpected highlight 
this year.  It must be all the advice they've been getting from 
the Paws Up dogs!  This year the team have been racing to 
keep up with all the orders coming in (such as the impressive 
life size Angus Bull out of scrap metal made on commission).  

 According to Matt Pilkington, our artist in residence who runs 
the IronMan Welders program: “I’m very proud of the boys and 
girls and their achievements. The sculptures they make have 
had a great response from the New England community.  We 
can’t create art work quickly enough. For every piece that goes 
into the gallery – three pieces go out!”

As one young IronMan Welder said whilst proudly displaying 
his latest sculpture and reflecting on his involvement with the 
program, “It feels pretty good, and the things you make, when 
they look good, it just makes you want to make more. At school, 
I didn’t feel good about myself, didn’t feel confident, and when I 
come down here I feel like I belong”. 

CLASSROOM

BackTrack's classroom, originally called "The Paddock", is a 
foundational program which supports and integrates with the 
learning that occurs in all other settings.  From the early days 
of a few mis-matched chairs pulled into a circle in the welding 
shed, the program has grown to a fully-fledged classroom.  
The program focusses on literacy and numeracy aligned to the 
development of skills for life and potential future employment 
opportunities. 

For many of our young people, finding a school setting that 
they enjoy, and having positive interactions with their teacher 
and their classmates is a new and transformational experience.  
Through the classroom work our young people not only learn 
literacy, numeracy and critical thinking skills, but they also learn 
to respect education as a skill for life.  The self-belief that can 
be generated, as young people succeed with challenges they 
have never yet been able to master, is an inspiration for all to 
see.

This year BackTrack has introduced an independent reading 
program where students work through reading cards set to 
their reading ability and interests. This has enabled specific 
tutoring of those students that struggle with their literacy and 
has provided independence for those who want to read-on and 
enjoy a challenge. 

In keeping with BackTrack's unique approach, we are now 
developing our own curriculum which is proving to be highly 
successful, and exciting work is now underway to have it 
formally recognised under the Board of Studies. 

When students who previously refused to attend school are 
caught arguing good naturedly over recess with insults such as 
"that’s not a homophone, you idiot!" - you know you're having 
an impact.  As one 16 year old student commented on finally 
mastering the strategy of division, “That is seriously the first 
time I have ever understood division!”  He is now the champion 
of our multiplication and division challenges.

According to Sarah Mills, our talented and dedicated classroom 
teacher and Program Coordinator for Education at BackTrack: 
"It is an absolute pleasure watching these young people thrive 
in a safe and happy learning environment."

“At school, I didn’t feel good 
about myself, didn’t feel 
confident, and when I come 
down here I feel like I belong.”

"It is an absolute pleasure 
watching these young people 
thrive in a safe and happy 
learning environment."
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RUNNING STRONG

BackTrack's Running Strong program is specifically tailored 
for girls.  The program focusses on skills for life, staying 
connected with education, and engaging with the local 
community.  Through Running Strong, the girls are supported 
to navigate life's significant challenges as they present, and 
to gain the skills and confidence to engage fully in education 
and employment opportunities.  The program focusses on 
positive community interactions.  This is done primarily through 
engagement with schools and aged care facilities often with 
the Paws Up dogs.  The dogs often help to break the ice and 
facilitate conversations and sharing of experiences.  The 
program also aims to inspire the girls by providing them with 
positive role models for them to connect with and aspire to.  
The girls develop leadership skills and career aspirations 
through their involvement in the program.

This year the girls have focused on generosity - one of 
BackTrack's four core values. They now organise and facilitate 
visits to 5 aged care facilities and are able to engage the 
residents in a friendly, supportive and non-judgemental dog 
interaction program. 

We are proud to see three of the girls participating in the 
Running Strong progam this year attain traineeships across 
the allied health and administration sectors.  One of our 
Running Strong girls has recently achieved her Higher School 
Certificate and is the first in her family to do so.  Another two 
girls participated in the Kimiki Girl’s Indigenous Leadership 
Camp at the University of New England this year.

As Sarah Mills, who leads the Running Strong program, 
commented:  "I was lucky enough to be in the audience when 
two of our girls made speeches at the Kimiki Leadership dinner. 
They spoke with confidence and clarity and I felt so proud to 
have been part of their education journey."

At BackTrack we are acutely aware of the need to expand 
our Running Strong program to meet the needs of girls in our 
region who need a hand to keep on track to chase their hopes 
and dreams.  Already in just a few years the program has 
grown significantly, and this trend will no doubt continue into 
the future.

"WARRAH" RESIDENTIAL

"Warrah" is BackTrack's residential facility 10 km out of 
Armidale on the edge of Dumaresq Dam in a beautiful rural 
setting.  One of our newest programs, it was developed to 
address the fact that some of the young people involved in our 
programs had nowhere safe to stay.  

Without a safe place to sleep, significant gains in wellbeing, 
educational and employment outcomes are hard to attain.  In 
recognition of this, BackTrack, with the help of the Vincent 
Fairfax Family Foundation, Yulgilbar and other supporters, has 
developed this program to provide a family style home with 
6 long-term and 2 emergency accommodation beds for boys 
facing homelessness or geographical barriers to obtaining 
program support.

"Warrah" provides not only a safe place to be but also a sense 
of belonging – giving the young people involved a chance to 
focus on behavioural change and learning.  It also allows for 
fulltime involvement with the BackTrack programs – putting 
these boys on a fast track to success in terms of education, 
training and overall wellbeing.  One of the distinctive aspects 
of the residential program is the way the older boys mentor and 
support the younger ones – teaching the "Warrah" way. 

In 2017, we provided a total of 1,382 nights of ongoing 
accommodation, and 107 nights emergency accommodation for 
13 boys through the year.  In that time, many of the boys have 
become "Warrah master chefs" learning how to prepare and 
cook meals for everyone staying at the house.  This has been 
achieved with the support not only of our house parents, but 
also with the help of dedicated volunteers who attend weekly 
to help the boys plan, shop for, prepare and share an evening 
meal.  Cleaning is still a less popular activity, but the boys have 
certainly mastered the washing machine and dish washer.  
With the newly formed "Dream Clean Team" (a small group of 
BackTrack boys keen to make a difference) - watch this space!

In the words of one of the "Warrah" boys: "It's like a family. 
We're safe, we learn new things every day and have fun".  As 
Mikey Moran, says: "It has been great as a house parent to 
watch each kid grow as an individual, work as a part of a team 
and encourage each other"

“They spoke with confidence 
and clarity and I felt so proud 
to have been part of their 
education journey."

"It's like a family. We're safe, 
we learn new things every day, 
and have fun."

RUNNING 
STRONG

"WARRAH" 
RESIDENTIAL
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SCHOOL BASED YOUTH WORK

The school based youth work program is aimed towards 
primary and secondary school students who are disengaged 
with any area of their school life (socially, emotionally, 
physically or academically).  Weekly sessions delivered on site 
at schools combine practical and theoretical components and 
are founded on youth work and student welfare. Participating 
students are supported to find balance and meaning in all areas 
of their life and to apply this to their schooling also.

The program is delivered by experienced and qualified 
youth workers. It is written in accordance with the Australian 
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority General 
Capabilities and Sub-Elements and delivered in partnership 
with collaborating schools across the region.

Student engagement in learning is achieved through 
interactions with our highly trained dogs. This allows 
participants to learn the power of trust, friendship, loyalty, 
respect, self-confidence and unconditional love. These 
elements are often absent in children that struggle with their 
schooling or have experienced a high level of trauma in their 
lives.

We use challenging activities that encourage the children to 
move out of their comfort zones and start to examine their 
own behaviour and actions towards themselves and others.  
Values clarification activities are included in the sessions 
so that important decisions are already made before the 
children experience difficult situations down the track. This 
early intervention is an integral part of the BackTrack program 
and our proactive approach to the welfare of youth in our 
community.

In 2017 two more schools have come on board with this 
program (Armidale City Public School and Ben Venue Public 
School). We now cater for 5 schools across our region (the 
others being Drummond Memorial Public School in Armidale, 
Walcha Central School and Guyra Central School). The 
emphasis this year has been on student values and learning 
to communicate effectively. The dogs travel many kilometres 
and are the heroes in this program.  As one 9 year old girl 
participating in the program says: “I love it when Gibson comes 
‘cos he makes me feel happy”. Gibson, the only brown and 
white border collie on the team, is well known for being able 
to calm anyone down with his combination of good looks and 
charm!

“I love it when Gibson comes 
‘cos he makes me feel happy.”

SCHOOL BASED 
YOUTH WORK
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At BackTrack we firmly believe that community problems are 
best solved by communities themselves working together.  
Every day we are privileged to work with individuals, 
organisations, businesses, and government bodies of all types 
who want to play a part in making a difference in the lives 
of young people doing it tough.  Without efforts of funders, 
donors, partners, supporters and volunteers we wouldn’t be 
able to do what we do, and help young people turn their lives 
around and chase their hopes and dreams.

FUNDERS

At BackTrack we know that a diversity of funding sources 
is critical to the organisation's sustainability and resilience.  
Hence, we rely on a range of funding sources for each 
program.  For this reason, non-Government funding plays a 
key role in supporting BackTrack's program delivery and is the 
mainstay of our organisation.  We also continue to work with 
Government at all levels to support the adoption and delivery of 
flexible holistic youth services that align with BackTrack's core 
values and approach.

Foundations and businesses have provided significant financial 
support to BackTrack programs this year.  We would like 
to highlight in particular the funding support offered by the 
following organisations:

• Aberbaldie

• Australian Settlements Ltd

• Casio

• Folkestone

• Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal

• Future 2 Foundation

• Gourlay Charitable Trust

• Greater Bank

• Joseph Varga Holdings Pty Ltd

• Regional Australia Bank

• Scully Foundation

• Social Ventures Australia

• The Funding Network

• The Kimberley Foundation 

• UnLtd

• Vincent Fairfax Family Foundation

• Walter and Eliza Hall Trust

• Yulgilbar Foundation

DONORS

The financial support of individual donors from all walks of life 
is also a critical element to BackTrack's success.  From one 
off donations to monthly giving – this ongoing support helps 
sustain the organisation and allows us to deliver our programs 
to more young people across a wider area in the region and 
beyond.  This year we would like to acknowledge in particular 
the support offered by the following individuals who have made 
significant contributions to BackTrack:

• Annette Guthrie 

• Anthony Clifford 

• Barbie and John Beynon 

• Ben Van den Tol 

• Bob Harden 

• Carmel Higgins 

• Cheryl Roberts 

• Christopher Gentle 

• Clodagh Norwood 

• Damon McMahon 

• Darren Schafer 

• Edwina Sargeant 

• Elizabeth Spring 

• Ellen Nyberg 

• Eric Baker and Astrid Knirsch 

• The Paramor Family

• Joan Connery 

• John Ham 

• John Mulquiney 

• Kate Jones 

• Peter Singleton 

• Richard Bird and Lyn Walker 

• Robert Banks 

• Robyn Sefton 

• Rose Gilder 

• Ruth Barker 

• S White 

• Sally Brezzo 

• Sandra Ainsley 

• Suzanna Wilkinson 

• Tim Sutton 

• Warren and Marianne Lesnie 

• Yvonne McOnie 
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SUPPORTING ORGANISATIONS

What we do at BackTrack takes much more than just financial 
support.  Many organisations, clubs and community groups 
provide a great deal of support in a myriad of ways.   We are 
very appreciative of what all these community organisations 
and businesses do for us, and look forward to continuing to 
work together to help young people and our community.  This 
year in particular we would like to acknowledge the following:

• Alcorn P + P 

• Armidale Bowling Club 

• Armidale Central Rotary Club 

• Armidale Lions Club 

• Armidale Mahjong Group 

• Armidale North Rotary Club 

• Armidale Regional Council 

• Armidale Tourist Park 

• Armitage & Buckley 

• Ashurst 

• Clayton Utz 

• Coles 

• Country Women’s Association Armidale 

• Forsyths 

• Glenn Hinds Design 

• Homes North 

• Jobs Australia Enterprises  

• Kylie Mitchell Designs 

• North Hill Veterinary Clinic 

• Oorala Centre 

• Police Citizens Youth Club 

• Rotary Youth Leadership Awards 

• St Peters Garden Committee 

• The Food Shed 

RESEARCH, EDUCATION AND  
TRAINING PARTNERS

Collaboration with schools, universities and TAFE has 
been essential in helping us to provide education and 
training pathways for young people who need a hand.  This 
includes early intervention programs, support with high 
school education, opportunities to learn a trade, pathways 
to gain qualifications, and exposure to university learning 
opportunities.  Universities and research institutions have also 
helped with detailed analysis and evaluation of the impact of 
our programs - showing how and why BackTrack works - with 
a number of peer reviewed papers already published or in 
preparation currently.  This year we would like to acknowledge 
in particular the following:

• Armidale City Public School

• Armidale High School

• Ben Venue Public School

• Drummond Memorial Public School

• Duval High School

• Guyra Central School

• Hunter Medical Research Institute

• O'Connor Catholic College

• TAFE New England

• University of New England

• University of New South Wales

• Uralla Central School

• Walcha Central School
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INDIVIDUAL VOLUNTEERS AND SUPPORTERS

People from all walks of life play a key role in supporting 
BackTrack and providing opportunities for the young people we 
work with.  From giving our young people the chance to work 
on farm or offering professional services to the organisation, to 
opening up their workplaces for work experience opportunities 
or cooking meals and providing extra hugs – the way in which 
people help is hugely varied and highly valued.  Whilst they are 
too many to mention, this year we would like to acknowledge 
in particular the following people who, like many, have given 
generously of their time, resources, experience and skills (and 
sometimes even their funds too!).  

• Adam Marshall MP 

• Andrew Simpson

• Annie McCarthy 

• Caroline and John Mitchell 

• Catherine Scott 

• Geraldine Cutmore 

• Giovanni and Helen Andreoni 

• Glen Hinds 

• Hannah and Andrew Coddington 

• Helena Pastor 

• Jayne Schofield

• Justin Flint

• Kylie Mitchell 

• Lock and Liz Rogers 

• Matt and Lynda Lynch 

• Murray Lupton 

• Myf Maple

• Paul and Annette Roots

• Robyn Newberry 

• Sally Schofield

• Steve Widders 

• Tania Pearce

• Victor Moar  

SPECIAL THANKS

BackTrack would like to offer a special thank you to the 
hardworking individuals who assisted with the production of 
BackTrack's first Annual report:

Greg Paramor AO, Daniel Cannizzaro, Francesca Andreoni and 
Daniels Printing Craftsmen.

Thank you also to the following photographers who have 
provided BackTrack with images for use in this report and other 
BackTrack documents: 

Alex Craig, Brendan Read, Paul Matthews, Paul Shakeshaft 
and Steve Carruthers.
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OUR 
TEAM
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BERNIE SHAKESHAFT  

"We've started something special here in Armidale.  I'm proud of what has been achieved to date.  
The future is what I'm interested in and how we grow and extend new tracks going forward."

Bernie is the founder and CEO of BackTrack Youth Works in Armidale NSW. He has spent the past 
25 years working and living out his passion…. catching wild dogs and wild kids.  For many years he 
lived in the Northern Territory learning his trade in remote areas, learning the lessons of life in the 
bush and surrounded by wise and skilful Aboriginal men and old school stockmen.

In 2006 with his children growing up and forging their own paths in life, he was determined to turn 
his vision of working with the most disadvantaged young people in our communities into a reality. To 
keep them alive, out of jail and chasing their hopes and dreams. 2014 saw him travel overseas on a 
prestigious Churchill scholarship to learn from some extraordinary organisations that have helped 
develop the BackTrack model in Australia.

Under Bernie's leadership, BackTrack has forged a new beginning for over 1000 young people.  
Bernie takes great pride in how his vision of giving young people having a hard time a new life 
journey and a new beginning, is now spreading across NSW with mentoring other communities to get 
started using the same successful tools that have had remarkable results in Armidale.  

GREG PARAMOR AO  

“I came across BackTrack in an article a few years ago and was impressed with Bernie’s message.  
Simply - youth are our future and anything we can do to enhance their opportunity to become an 
active participant in the wider community is worth working for.”

Greg became Managing Director of Folkestone in April 2011. Greg has been involved in the real 
estate and funds management industry for more than 40 years, and was the cofounder of Equity Real 
Estate Partners, Growth Equities Mutual, Paladin Australia and the James Fielding Group. Greg was 
the CEO of Mirvac Group between 2004 and 2008. Greg is a past president of the Property Council 
of Australia and past president of Investment Funds Association, a Fellow of the Australian Property 
Institute and The Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors. Greg is a board member of the Sydney 
Swans and the immediate past Chair of LJ Hooker. Greg was awarded an Officer in the General 
Division (AO) of the Order of Australia in January 2015 for his distinguished service to the community 
through executive roles in a range of fields, including breast cancer research, the not-for-profit sector 
and real estate and property investment industries.

KAREN STAFFORD  

“I joined the BackTrack Board because crime prevention strategies often call for innovative solutions 
(and because Bernie, like a good lawyer, is incredibly persuasive).”

Karen is a Local Court and Children's Court Magistrate based in Sydney and in 2018, will take over 
the Ballina/Grafton Circuit.  After graduating in law from Macquarie University in 1987, Karen started 
her career in private practice. She then worked for 21 years as a solicitor in the Office of the Director 
of Public Prosecutions. In 2012, Karen was appointed to the Bench and from 2013-2015, served 
as the Local Court and Children's Court Magistrate in Armidale, where she first met Bernie and the 
Backtrack team.

BOARD
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ROSEMARY MORT  

"I have been involved with BackTrack since its beginning in 2006 and continue to be a passionate 
supporter of Bernie Shakeshaft and his highly successful venture to transform the lives of the young 
people who enter the BackTrack programs."

Rosemary has worked as a journalist in Toowoomba, Brisbane, London and Sydney. She is also the 
former editor of New England Times and The Armidale Independent newspapers. Prior to this she 
was a senior reporter at The Armidale Express. Rosemary also ran a delicatessen for two years. She 
has operated her own independent media business in Armidale since 1998. 

KEVIN DUPÉ (SINCE INCEPTION - MARCH 2017)  

“My involvement with BackTrack, spanning ten years, has been based on my empathy with and 
support, through Regional Australia Bank, for BackTrack’s commitment in helping to improve the lives 
of the most disadvantaged young people in our community.”

Kevin’s strong economic background is built on having over 20 years’ experience in the customer 
owned banking sector, including fifteen years at Regional Australia Bank. Prior to entering the 
customer owned banking sector, Kevin spent 14 years as a Director in various economic and socio-
economic policy units in the Federal Government. 

PHILIP JARVIS

"Wholeheartedly supporting Backtrack is my way of giving back to regional Australia, which has 
given me great opportunity and most importantly, a fantastic family.”

Philip is the Managing Director of Direct Agriculture; specialist agricultural investment advisors 
facilitating investments in farmland and agribusiness for financial institutions and family offices.  A 
graduate of the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, Philip came to Australia after serving eight years 
as an officer in the British Army, where he served in Northern Ireland, Bosnia and Central America.  
Married with two teenage children, Philip’s family operate beef and sheep grazing properties in the 
New England with additional interests in commercial aviation.
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NIGEL BARLOW  

“I am involved with BackTrack because it is a highly successful programme developed for kids that 
would otherwise fall through the cracks. It is the only hope for many, and the passion and dedication 
of the people that run it is inspiring and contagious!”

Nigel is the CEO of Jobs Australia Enterprises (JAE). With a strong background in labour hire and 
a wealth of experience from years spent in Employment Services leadership roles, Nigel provides 
mentor support for all of the programs that are part of JAE Ltd.  His role with JAE Ltd has him 
stretched over a vast array of departments and programs across many locations in NSW and QLD 
given his commitment to the success and growth of JAE Ltd.  Nigel maintains an exceptionally busy 
life, with his wife and 4 children. He is passionate about strengthening positive futures for our youth 
and has a strong presence in his local community as a youth leader.

MARK O’BRIEN  

“I was introduced to Bernie and Backtrack through my involvement with Regional Australia Bank 
and was genuinely taken back by the impact Backtrack has on these young people’s lives. Bernie’s 
“whatever it takes” approach resonated with me and I am really honoured to be involved with an 
organisation like Backtrack."

Mark completed a Bachelor of Agricultural Economics degree at the University of New England, 
holds a diploma in financial planning and is currently undertaking an MBA. Mark has worked 
extensively in the financial services industry both in Australia and overseas and currently operates a 
management consulting business from Armidale. Mark is married with two young children and he is 
passionate about helping people to achieve their goals, however big or small. 
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EXECUTIVE

STAFF

BERNIE SHAKESHAFT 

CEO, Founder, Manager

PAUL DAWSON 

Head of Programs, Training

MELINDA PHILLIPS 

Operations Manager

SARAH MILLS 

Head of Programs, Education

NATHAN BLISS*  

Youth Worker

MATTHEW PILKINGTON  

Youth Worker

JEMMA TOMBS  

Administration

MIKEY MORAN*  

Youth Worker Residential

LUKE CORNISH 

Youth Worker  
(from September 2016)

ERIN ALBERTSON 

School Based Youth Program 
(from May 2017)

MARCUS POTTER* 

Youth Worker 
(from March 2017)

AMBER RUDGE  

Service Manager  
(from March 2017)

CRAIG WATTON  

Youth Worker Residential  
(to December 2016)

RYAN LUSH* 

Welder  
(to October 2016)

*Ex BackTrack participants

BackTrack would also like to acknowledge the following: 
 
Emma Hoving 
Bookkeeping 

Laurence Nussbaumer 
IT Support
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Some of our most important staff members at BackTrack are our four legged friends.  They are happy to 
work in return for nothing more than a comfortable kennel, a lick of water, and a feed once a day – along 
with some pats, plenty of exercise, a swim in the dam when possible and an occasional game or two!  
Our dogs do an amazing amount for our young people, and for the staff - and never complain about the 
hours!  They are an extraordinary team who can multitask with the best of us and are always ready to 
get to work wherever we go.  So, to "Girl" (the boss dog, mother, grandmother and aunty) and her team 
– we thank you!

CURRENT BACKTRACK PARTICIPANTS EMPLOYED AS CASUAL STAFF

BACKTRACK TRAINEES 

ALEX BROTHERSON BRETT ORCHER

SAM WOODS

LACHIE TOMBS

SINDISO NDHLOVU

TREY FERNANDOLUKE SHEEN

BEAU PARKER BRENDEN LOWE

PHILLIP PICKFORD

JOHNATHON DOYLE

ZAC CRAIG

DOGS - A SNAPSHOT

GIRL

REX

MERLIN

ARCO

SPORT

LOU
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LOOKING 
AHEAD
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BackTrack has developed a new strategic plan, "New 
life journeys, New beginnings”, as part of its transition to 
independence.  Based on the organisation's core values of 
Belonging, Independence, Learning and Generosity, the plan 
focuses on four key areas of: 

• People

• Programs

• Resources

• Reach

BackTrack's vision is to provide a model of youth work that 
enables young people to achieve their hopes and dreams 
and strengthens both individuals and communities.  This is 
consistent with the core purpose and guiding principles which 
have governed BackTrack for the past 12 years:

• Youth focussed

• Flexible funding sources

• Embedded within community

• Flexible service delivery

• Open door environment

Under our strategic plan, there are 11 core initiatives identified 
to underpin BackTrack's vision over the next 3 years and 
into the future.  Three of these we would like to highlight in 
particular are: 

• The development of a new BackTrack Group Training  
  organisation based on a social enterprise model; 

• The mentoring of other communities across NSW who want to  
  establish programs similar to BackTrack; 

• Significant expansion of the "Warrah" residential program.  

These will be undertaken in conjunction with the other core 
initiatives also identified in the strategic plan: 

• Maintain and strengthen core operations; 

• Expand the education programs; 

• Maintain ongoing research and evaluation; 

• Continue input into policy reform in the sector; 

• Maintain flexible funding models;

• Develop Armidale as a training centre in the application of  
  BackTrack models and programs.

BACKTRACK GROUP TRAINING

BackTrack Group Training is a new initiative for the 
organisation.  The idea of setting up a Group Training program 
for BackTrack was developed in 2017, so that we can help 
our young people better make the transition into mainstream 
employment. We found that even though our young people 
were skill ready they still needed structure and support around 
full-time work opportunities. This program will allow us to 
support them through this next transition phase of their lives 
and to increase their chances of entering a full time external 
traineeship or apprenticeship. 

The intention is to establish a specialist Group Training 
Company using a "Social Enterprise" model, to meet 
agricultural and other sector needs in the region and provide a 
next "real world" employment opportunity for our young people.  
This can also generate funds for BackTrack whilst providing 
important social and employment outcomes. This will not only 
better address the labour needs for local businesses, but more 
importantly provide a wide range of additional benefits and 
opportunities for the young people participating. This initiative 
will allow BackTrack to employ, manage and support both the 
trainees and local business clients much more effectively into 
the future.
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“WARRAH” RESIDENTIAL EXPANSION

The development of the “Warrah” residential program has 
been an important new initiative for BackTrack and for the 
region. Having a safe place to stay is critical for the wellbeing 
of vulnerable young people in our region.  The "Warrah" 
residential program currently provides a stable, family-style 
nurturing home for up to 8 boys at any one time, with 6 long 
term and 2 emergency beds, supported by full time house 
parents.  What we have achieved is a great start but it is only 
the beginning and we know we need to do so much more. 

The team at BackTrack are working, in collaboration with a 
range of partners, to expand the program into the future to 
ensure it meets the needs of many more of the young people 
we work with who need somewhere to stay.  We are focused 
on ensuring that delivery of the "Warrah" residential program 
on weekdays, weekends and holidays, is sustainably funded 
for the long term.  We also need to improve the infrastructure 
(and associated staffing) and increase the number of places 
available for boys who need this assistance (both for ongoing 
and emergency beds).  

We are also acutely aware of the need to develop similar 
support and opportunities for the girls in our programs. This 
will require greater effort on our part to secure what is needed 
to provide them with a safe place to stay when they need it 
also.  With help from our many partners and funders - we know 
we will and can do it.  As always with BackTrack, it is just a 
question of when, not if. 

MENTORING OTHER COMMUNITIES

BackTrack is receiving overwhelming demand from a number of 
regional communities seeking support to develop a BackTrack-
style model of their own within their own communities.  We will 
be expanding this program to meet the needs of other regional 
communities and their young people. 

This demand has increased considerably over the past 12 
months due to an increase in awareness of the program 
(particularly through media coverage and word of mouth 
providing a tangible demonstration of the benefits of our 
programs and what is possible).  To meet this need, BackTrack 
has begun to develop training and support and to provide a 
model for replication.

This is not about simply repeating what BackTrack does in 
Armidale elsewhere as each community is unique and has 
different needs and context.  Rather, it is about applying 
the same principles and programs we use at BackTrack in 
a tailored way that works best in each individual community 
setting. 

Success is already being achieved in several regional centres  
and regular exchanges, ongoing mentoring, visits and training 
workshops are a key part of this process.  Currently BackTrack 
is working with Bourke, Condobolin, Lake Cargelligo and 
Dubbo.  Early indications of success are highly positive.  Joint 
funding opportunities are being sourced, and new partnerships 
developed between BackTrack and these communities to 
expand the early work that has been done.
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FINANCIAL REPORTS 

Audited financial reports have been printed separately and are in hard copy at the Annual General Meeting and are available on 
request from BackTrack.

The following figures illustrate the growth of BackTrack's revenue over time, and the sources of income for the organisation.  Figure 
1 shows the steady but significant yearly growth of the organisation over the last five years from 2012 to 2017.  Figure 2 shows the 
breakdown of income sources for the 2016/2017 financial year which illustrates the importance of philanthropic funds, donations 
and sponsorships in particular.

FIGURE 2: REVENUE SOURCES 2016-2017 
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FIGURE 1: BACKTRACK REVENUE 2012-2017 
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CONTACT DETAILS
BackTrack Youth Works 
15-17 Grafton Road 
PO Box 4436 
Armidale NSW 2350
 
Phone: 02 67713577 
E: enquiries@backtrack.org.au 
W : www.backtrack.org.au 
 
Like & Follow us on


