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MESSAGE FROM OUR CHAIR
There’s no doubt that 2020 will go down as 
one of the most challenging years Australians 
have experienced in recent memory. Droughts 
have affected most of the East Coast hinterland 
and devastating fires have wiped out whole 
communities and millions of hectares of land. 

At the time of writing this report, we are still dealing 
with the reality of a global pandemic, the likes of 
which the world hasn’t seen since the ‘Spanish 
Flu’ of 1918. It is against this backdrop that Bernie 
and his team have forged ahead to help as many 
young people having a hard time as possible. While 
those recent challenges have only made the task 
at hand more complex, BackTrack has remained 
resolutely focused on keeping kids alive, out of jail 
and chasing their hopes and dreams.

This work feels more urgent than ever, when we know there are 30,000 children homeless and living 
rough across our country (many of whom are yet to reach their teenage years). BackTrack works with 
young people facing these challenges every day and our impact on their lives is profound and far-
reaching. At any given time, we help them through education, training, skill development and work and 
offer them a safe home, a place to belong and a support network they can rely on. 

For any organisation to do this kind of work - and particularly during these challenging times - there must 
be a focus on ensuring that the staff have the means to carry out tasks and deliver vital services with 
a sense of stability and continuity. At a Board level, we have focused on our economic viability to allow 
Bernie and his team to confidently focus their energy where it is most needed; the business of saving and 
enhancing young lives.

Whilst funding will always be a challenge, we are supported by terrific individuals, families and businesses 
who generously fund us and offer their time, energy and expertise to our cause. To this end, I would 
like to acknowledge the Vincent Fairfax Family Foundation. Four years ago, they stepped up to provide 
significant funds which allowed Backtrack to acquire Warrah; our residential property located on the 
outskirts of Armidale. The funding was committed for a period of 5 years and I am pleased to say that we 
have paid this funding back a year ahead of the agreed schedule. Additionally, we have made extensive 
improvements to the property and its infrastructure, enabling us to increase our bed capacity and offer 
more young people a safe, stable place to call home. 
 
The challenges that this year has brought remind us that nothing is certain and that change is the only 
constant. However, we have a dedicated and focused team and with your continued support, we are 
confident that we have the necessary framework and resources to enhance the lives of every child in our 
care. On behalf of the Board, the team and the young people we support every day, we thank you for your 
past, present and future contribution to BackTrack.

Greg Paramor
Chair
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MESSAGE FROM OUR CEO
After the mammoth efforts of 2019 which included 
the release of a documentary and a book, this year 
was meant to be a fair bit quieter. As anyone who 
is familiar with BackTrack will guess, it wasn’t long 
before that plan was well and truly shaken up. In 
our typical style, we changed course and went with 
the flow. The result has been a year of exciting 
milestones, challenges and many significant events. 

Being named Australian of the Year Local Hero in 
January 2020 was one of these events. This was a 
real honour and I humbly accepted it on behalf of all 
the fantastic people I work with, who give everything 
to help kids doing it tough. The award has opened 
doors to some very high places. It has meant that 
we have the ear of all levels of Government and an 
opportunity to advocate for more holistic, flexible and 
long-term support for the most disadvantaged and 
vulnerable young people in our community. 

The award has also got me thinking a lot about what it means to be a hero. The word doesn’t sit all too 
comfortably with me because I don’t see my work like that. The way I see it, we are all doing what needs 
to be done to help as many young people as we can. It often strikes me that the things that work for 
young people aren’t revolutionary. They’re simple things that every human needs if they are going to have 
a happy, healthy life. At BackTrack, everything we do boils down to helping young people experience 
belonging, mastery, independence and generosity.

We start with belonging because you can’t do anything to help a kid and change their trajectory unless 
you’re giving them something to feel connected to. Once a young person feels that connection, we can 
think about their learning. That can look like mastering a vocational skill, giving something a go in the 
classroom, being out on the job or figuring out those life skills they need to share a home or have a family. 
This experience of mastery is very personal because it ultimately depends on their own goals. We think this 
ability to have a say in their own lives and take ownership over what matters to them is what independence 
is all about. And finally, we’re looking to help them experience generosity. Fortunately, there’s no shortage 
of these opportunities at BackTrack and we are lucky enough to attract countless people who want to offer 
their help. What is particularly powerful is when the kids get a chance to give back and to be a force for 
good, as they have in our recent bushfire recovery work.

While these things - belonging, mastery, independence, generosity - are simple, it absolutely takes a village 
to make them a reality for the kids in our care. Now that’s what is truly heroic. To our magnificent staff, 
our board who believes in our vision, our extended family of funders big and small, the organisations who 
partner with us and the hundreds of individuals who give their time, energy, skills, money and passion to 
this common cause - none of this is possible without you. 

Whether it’s large-scale challenges like those we’ve faced in the past year with COVID-19, bushfires and 
drought or those days where it can just feel too tough, you all dig deep and find the strength to keep going. 
We’re told it’s the journey, not the destination that matters. I can’t help but think that it’s even more than that 
- it’s the people you share it with that matter most. Finally, to every young person who lets us be a part of 
their journey, we say thank you. These kids go through hard times, like all of us, but we teach them to never 
give up. It is a privilege to help them chase their hopes and dreams.

Bernie Shakeshaft
CEO



6

Contributing to Community Recovery and Resilience

Year in review
Founded in 2006, BackTrack Youth Works is an independent, community-based organisation that 
supports young people who are having a hard time. We help them develop work and life skills, engage in 
education and training, find jobs and connect with their community.

BackTrack keeps kids alive, out of jail and chasing their hopes and dreams and we believe that everyone 
has a part to play in making this vision a reality. As they say, it takes a village to raise a child. We are 
all in this together, helping young people learn new skills, heal from trauma, build their aspirations and 
experience a sense of mastery, belonging, independence and generosity.

It’s fair to say that this year has been tougher than most for many Australians; between a crippling drought, 
the bushfire crisis and the ongoing uncertainty of COVID-19. But something we know from working 
with young people is that hard times show us what we’re made of. We  have seen our community show 
incredible resilience in the face of challenges; coming together, rebuilding and helping each other out.

Bushfire Recovery
We have been keeping young people employed through our bushfire recovery work. Our social enterprise 
BT Works gave 15 young people the opportunity to visit over 20 fire-affected properties across Nymboida, 
Wongwibinda, Yarrowitch, Hernani, Torrington and Tenterfield. Camping out onsite for a week at a time, 
they repaired and installed over 73km of fencing, mowed and cleaned up public spaces and connected 
with local community members.

A critical aspect of this work is helping young 
people reconnect to their community and make a 
positive contribution. It’s powerful for them to not 
only benefit from generosity, but to give back to 
others. We are proud to have them represent us 
and when given the chance to offer tangible help 
to communities in need, they have thrived. The 
road to recovery will be long and tough, but our 
communities are strong, resilient and connected. 
After action comes clarity.

The past 12 months have seen us grow this ‘village’. Especially in light of the release of the ‘Backtrack 
Boys’ documentary and founder and CEO Bernie Shakeshaft’s biography ‘Back on Track’ and ‘Everyday 
Heroes’ podcast, there is increasing interest in what we do here. This increasing interest is evident in 
growing referrals, funding support, constructive conversations with key decision makers across the 
government, community and business sectors and calls to adapt and learn from our unique model of 
working with young people.

We are incredibly proud of this momentum and grateful for the many opportunities this past year has 
brought to our organisation, as we strive to make a difference. What follows are key highlights from the 
2019-20 financial year, focusing on how we have grown our impact, reach and community connections on 
a local, national and even global level. 

Covid-19
In 2020, we also came together to meet the challenges of COVID-19. As an essential service, our doors 
remained open to our young people; many of whom lacked safe homes in which to self-isolate. In accordance 
with evolving government directives, BackTrack developed a management plan to ensure the health and 
safety of everyone onsite and to adapt how we feed, house, educate, train and employ young people. It was 
particularly important for us to maintain our existing health, accommodation and legal support and increase our 
wellbeing and mental health check-ins to make sure young people were equipped to cope in a period of rapid 
change and uncertainty. 
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National Homelessness Week
At BackTrack, we see the impact of homelessness and 
housing instability first hand. Our young people know just 
how much a safe place to sleep can change a life and 
they were quick to show solidarity through the Chappell 
Foundation’s annual ‘Stars SCG Sleep-out’. 

In August 2019, youth worker Matt Pett and two young 
men Jack and Brendan joined two dozen athletes who 
camped out at the Sydney Cricket Ground, raising funds 
for youth homelessness.

Expanding Our Reach
A huge focus of 2019-20 has been BackTrack continuing to grow beyond its Armidale roots. Of course, this does 
nothing to diminish our history; we still remain firmly embedded in our local community and focused on supporting 
young people from regional and rural backgrounds. 

But as awareness of our organisation grows, we see an incredible opportunity to help more young people 
than ever through partnerships, capacity-building and leading important conversations across the community, 
government and commercial sector. In particular, we want to see these conversations result in better policies with 
more flexible, longer-term funding and cross-sector collaboration to support the complex needs of young people.

BackTrack Everywhere

We believe that community problems can only be 
met with community solutions, built on a genuine 
understanding of the local context and specific needs 
of young people. That’s why we piloted BackTrack 
Everywhere in 2015; our mentoring initiative for 
communities who want to deliver a BackTrack-style 
youth program in their region. 

Five years on, BackTrack Everywhere is helping to 
facilitate locally-led, collaborative solutions that connect 
schools, police, council, industry and young people.

2020 Australia’s Local Hero Awards
On January 25th, our founder and CEO Bernie Shakeshaft was named ‘2020 Australian Local Hero of the Year’ at 
the Australian of the Year Awards. This honour has been gratefully received and we are rallied by the growing call 
for alternative, community-oriented initiatives that can change the lives of young people who might otherwise fall 
through the cracks of our youth services system. 
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Beyond Our Shores
Just as it’s important to contribute to our local communities, we also see ourselves as global citizens. It has 
been fantastic to see our young people and staff making contributions on the international stage, with a 
particular focus on generosity.

Backtrack Boys Documentary Screening in Houston, Texas
The Backtrack Boys documentary has generated many wonderful opportunities for BackTrack to share what 
it does on a national and international stage. One such opportunity was offered to youth worker Nathan 
(Blissy) Bliss, when he was invited to attend the Inspire Film Festival in Houston, Texas for a screening of 
the documentary. Blissy is one of the ‘Magnificent Seven’ - the first ever group of young people who started 
with BackTrack in 2006. He has now gone on to become an experienced, respected BackTrack youth worker 
and an incredible advocate for what we do. That made him the perfect spokesperson to attend the screening 
on our behalf. He was joined by Catherine Scott, the documentary director.

“I’m so glad I said yes to the opportunity, I enjoyed every bit and 
learnt a lot. It made me think about how far I’d come.” 

- Nathan (Blissy), BackTrack Youth Worker

Hands Across The Water - Fundraising for Young People in Thailand

On New Year’s Eve 2019, BT Works crew 
members Alex Gosper and Tom Craig and youth 
worker Matt Pett landed in Thailand for an 800km 
bike ride over 8 days. They raised funds for the 
charity Hands Across The Water; whose mission is 
to give disadvantaged young people in Thailand a 
life of choice and opportunity, through education, 
social support and accommodation. (Quite the 
alignment with BackTrack, isn’t it!) 

Everyone had to undertake serious preparation 
for the ride, as they trained up to 4 times a week 
and helped run fundraising activities to cover their 
costs. Cycling up to 130km a day in tropical heat is 
no easy feat, but the boys showed great resilience 
and we are very proud of their efforts.



9

One Young World Summit, London
In October 2019, Balie McCormack was given an amazing opportunity to attend the leadership summit 
“One Young World” in London. She was able to share her experiences at BackTrack with 2,000+ young 
leaders from 190+ countries.

“My experience in London was incredible. Being over there is 
like a whole new world! The food, the people, the accents, the 
sights - it’s all so similar to home, but yet completely different.” 
 
          - Balie, young person

Walking the Kokoda Trail
In July 2019, two of the BT Works crew Jordan Kelly and Brett Orcher had the opportunity to tackle the 
Kokoda Trail. They were supported by the local community who provided essential fundraising support. When 
the combined Rotary Clubs join forces, there ain’t no mountains high enough! Big congratulations to Jordan, 
Brett, Lynda Lynch and Brett Campbell for an outstanding achievement.

Trekking in New Zealand

Following the release of the Backtrack Boys documentary at the Wellington Film Festival, we have seen 
an incredible outpouring of support from New Zealanders! In October 2019, Kirby Draper pledged to 
walk 3000km from the top to the bottom of New Zealand and raised over $10,000 for BackTrack. Due to 
COVID-19, she was forced to abandon her walk after already completing 2773km and she has vowed 
to return and finish what she started when it’s possible. However, BackTrack decided to step up and 
collectively walk the remaining 227km as a show of gratitude to Kirby. With a handful of young people 
wearing pedometers as they went about their daily routines and a couple strapped to our dogs, we made 
the milestone in no time!

In September 2019, we had the privilege to host an exchange of ideas with New Zealand rugby superstar 
and head coach of the Highlanders Aaron Mauger. This opportunity came off the back of Bernie 
presenting at an All Blacks Conference in August 2019 and participating in a Q&A at the Wellington 
Film Festival screening of ‘Backtrack Boys’. This is a great example of the kind of mutually beneficial 
partnerships that BackTrack has been fortunate enough to forge over the past year. Aaron shared many 
pearls of wisdom around building a successful team, goal-setting and organisational culture. Of course, 
there was some footy, traditional Kiwi games and music thrown in for good measure!

Teamwork Makes the Dream Work
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WARRAH
Warrah is our safe place for young people to live. Operating since 2015, the residential program is named 
after our beautiful property near Dumaresq Dam. Beyond just being somewhere to sleep, Warrah is a 
home to many young people and a place where they can feel a sense of belonging. 

Originally, Warrah was born out of the recognition that we can only chase our hopes and dreams when 
our basic needs are taken care of. As Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs suggests, we can’t learn and grow 
to our fullest potential without adequate food, shelter and physical safety. Warrah meets these essential 
needs and enables young people to take advantage of the learning and training opportunities we offer.

“It’s a place to call home.”  

- Brendan, Warrah resident 

When you walk into Warrah, you immediately notice the 
warm, family-style environment. The house is supported by a 
strong team of skilled youth workers and volunteers who set 
our young people up for purposeful, independent lives.

Warrah operates as a genuine home. It offers a safe, 
supported environment where young people can find stability, 
learn essential life skills, connect to peers and adults alike 
and establish a powerful sense of belonging. Each element 
of Warrah is designed to help develop the skills they need to 
confidently transition into semi and independent living - when 
the time is right for them. Everyone is jointly responsible 
for washing, cooking and cleaning. Preparing and sharing 
dinner around the table is a constant in their daily routines 
and there’s always plenty of fun happening each evening, as 
phones are put aside in favour of board games, campfires 
and marathon UNO matches!

young people lived 
at Warrah long-term 

1282

169
nights of emergency 

accommodation 

nights of long-term 
accommodation 

young people lived 
at Warrah short-term 

9

26

Warrah Garden

During the first half of 2020, we focused 
on the creation of the ‘Warrah Garden’. 
Our experienced horticulturist and 
youth worker Darren Harrison oversaw 
the establishment of garden beds and 
propagation of a range of produce. 
Not only did our young people love the 
hands-on learning experience, they will 
be able to enjoy the delicious veggies!
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Throughout 2019-20, Warrah underwent significant renovations, which have improved the functionality 
of our space and contributed to a more homely feel. BackTrack’s social enterprise BT Works has led this 
upgrade project, with the help of many of our young people. The BT Works crew will also manage the 
construction of four ‘Tiny Homes’ later this year, which will expand the semi-independent accommodation 
we are able to offer.

Additionally, we will be building new facilities such as a half basketball court, fire pit, expanded gardens 
and an outdoor kitchen. These upgrades will enable us to grow our residential program and continue to 
support young people in need of a safe and stable home. 

Warrah Renovations

Meet Luke 
15-year-old Luke came to BackTrack in November 2019 
and has been living at Warrah full-time since March 
2020. Luke has formed strong friendships with his fellow 
housemates and youth workers. It feels like he has 
belonged to the BackTrack family forever!

Luke has made great progress while at Warrah, playing 
an active role in the house and developing a variety of 
life skills that will help him maintain healthy habits in the 
future. Whether it’s pitching in with cleaning, trying his 
hand at cooking or having a laugh around the campfire, 
we can always count on Luke to be respectful and look 
out for his mates.

“Warrah is belonging, it’s a second family. Being 
here has been really good and fun, I like the 
routine and the living skills we are learning. The 
workers who stay with us have been good role 
models, I get along with them all. Oh and you 
always know you’re going to come home to a 
good feed! My future looks a lot better than it 
was going to be and hopefully I will have a full-
time job, car licence, a house and a girlfriend.”
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THE CLASSROOM
The Classroom is a vital part of what we do at BackTrack and helps young people to engage with learning 
in a fun, flexible and supported way. We’ve come a long way from the early days of a few chairs in the 
welding shed. During any given week, we can have 20+ young people in attendance, complete with Smart 
TV and a newly donated interactive white board. 

But our learning certainly isn’t confined within the walls of our classroom! Our dedicated teacher James 
Warne is always looking for ways to embed literacy, numeracy and life skills into every activity. As we join 
the dots between education and real-world scenarios and needs, our young people become so much 
more engaged in the content because they know it has practical applications.

“These kids come to us carrying the weight of their world, so I 
think the most important lesson we can teach them is to truly 
back themselves. I believe that’s when the real magic happens.”

- Mel, BackTrack Youth Worker

Classroom Learning

What’s real? What works? What is education? Inspired by a variety of media platforms, we discussed 
significant social issues as part of our classroom learning. These included advertising and marketing, 
cyberbullying, domestic violence and racism. It’s always fantastic to see everyone approach these 
conversations with openness, maturity and mutual respect. The bushfires were another key focus in late 
2019 and we explored their social, environmental and economic impact on our region. The delivery of 
classroom learning was modified in response to COVID-19. As an essential service, we remained open but 
held classroom activities outside, which gave us the chance to learn in the fresh Armidale autumn air. 

Extracurricular Activities

Extracurricular activities are always a favourite amongst the class and everyone tried their hand at sport, 
music and creative and visual arts. One of our youth workers Andrew (Dyso) Dyson is a well-known artist 
and he’s proved to be an amazing resource for our budding creatives. In Term 4 2019, we were also lucky 
enough to be visited by Tal Fitzgerald, a Melbourne-based artist. Everyone contributed a drawing that 
was made into a textile design and wall hanging for our classroom. 

“Art is the highest form of hope and self expression; there are no 
rules. The work that our young people create shows their journey, 
their dreams and the way they see life. We are just lucky enough 
to have front row seats to view it.”

- Andrew, BackTrack Youth Worker
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Work-Readiness
Throughout the year, work-readiness was a key component of our class curriculum. We focused on skills 
like writing resumes and job applications, mastering the art of public speaking and completing White Card 
training, with a 100% success rate!

Our Classroom is one part of BackTrack’s holistic approach to education and training. We also embed 
this same practical, hands-on learning in our other skill development activities across vocational trades 
like agriculture, animal care, metalwork, woodwork and mechanics.

Wellbeing Support
Wellbeing is an essential focus in the classroom. Youth worker Mel Vella is one member of our passionate 
team and supports young people as they learn. This support is always responsive and tailored to what 
is needed on a day-to-day basis and there are regular check-ins to gauge a young person’s personal 
relationships, health and wellbeing while in the classroom. 

Meet Tremaine

Tremaine has been part of the BackTrack crew 
for a year now and over that time, he has made 
significant progress in his learning. Since he came 
to BackTrack, Tremaine has built a real sense 
of belonging. Making connections with his peers 
and youth workers was an important step that 
encouraged him to get involved in our education 
and skill development activities, at his own pace. 
He is a natural learner in the right environment.

The classroom is a safe space to develop a new 
perspective on what it means to be a learner. 
Tremaine is a fantastic example of what’s possible 
when you embrace your strengths and apply that 
same mindset to things that challenge you.
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SKILL DEVELOPMENT
At BackTrack, our young people master new skills through practical instruction and a learn-by-doing 
approach. Alongside classroom learning, we deliver a range of skill development activities. We keep 
things dynamic and varied with practical projects, work experience and training in agriculture, horticulture, 
animal care, metalwork, woodwork and mechanics.

We often refer to these activities as our ‘core program’ because it focuses on the vocational, work and life 
skills that a young person needs to: 
  
• transition into further training and employment and become job-ready
• confidently set and pursue their personal life and work goals 
• feel a sense of belonging, build positive relationships and reconnect to their community 

“All of the stuff that we have been doing for the elderly people 
like wood cutting makes you feel good about helping, instead of 
them doing it themselves. Today we cut a load of firewood and 
we didn’t charge them. It was hard work but it felt good. 
It’s about generosity.”

- Darcy, young person

Paws Up
Known as the heart and soul of BackTrack, the dogs do the heavy lifting when it comes to engaging 
young people. Importantly, our Paws Up team offers company, unconditional love, loyalty and 
acceptance. Even if you’ve experienced the hardest challenges in life, the dogs never judge!

“Working with the dogs has 100% been my highlight at 
BackTrack this year. You don’t have to talk to anyone about 
how you are feeling if you don’t want to because you can  
just be with the dog. It just calms you down. It is almost  
like therapy, without talking. It’s really helpful.”

- Indi, young person
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As young people work with and train our dogs, their self-confidence grows by leaps and bounds. We 
see profound improvements in their ability to self-moderate their behaviour, take on responsibility and 
show genuine leadership. There’s no better example of this than when our Paws Up crew participates 
in weekend dog jumping competitions. This is a fantastic opportunity for them to represent BackTrack 
with pride and interact with the Armidale community and beyond.

Phill Evans, our master dog trainer, has been working with the crew on a weekly basis to build their 
skills and confidence. Phil has been part of the Paws Up family from the very beginning and we are 
incredibly fortunate to have such expertise backing us up.

2019-20 saw us visit multiple dog shows and perform our Paws Up demonstrations at country shows 
and in the big smoke of Sydney. A highlight was our involvement in the Black Hawk Dogs Day Out 
in Armidale in November 2019. In partnership with our BackTrack Everywhere partner RuffTRACK, 
we ran a family and dog-friendly event at Curtis Park. Hundreds of locals turned out to this event to 
participate in dog jump and agility activities, access free vet checks and learn about canine nutrition. 

Even though COVID-19 temporarily put a halt on our interstate and regional dog show appearances, 
Paws Up dog training continues to be an essential part of our weekly rotation of activities. The dogs 
aren’t the greatest at social distancing, but they are the very best at showing their love and support for 
our young people. 

“This year has seen many new faces learning that a little self-
discipline and consistency reaps multiple rewards when working 
with our four-legged friends. A better understanding of canine 
behaviours, health, husbandry and fitness for task have been 
some of the key points covered. It’s been great working with 
the team once again!”

- Phill, Paws Up Trainer
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Trade Training
Young people can participate in hands-on training across various 
trades and under the instruction of our qualified trainers, our crew 
are always applying their technical skills in a practical way. 

Every day holds a new challenge and can include: 
• welding
• carpentry and timber work
• livestock handling and mustering
• animal husbandry
• fencing
• shearing, drenching and lamb marking
• hay carting
• tree planting
• mechanics

Plus, we provide the opportunity to consolidate numeracy skills 
through activities like cutting and measuring wood. Translating 
classroom education into hands-on, practical work is something 
of a BackTrack speciality and we love to see young people 
approaching their learning from this perspective.

“It’s much better than normal building work because you are 
helping and making a difference. You’re directly impacting 
young people who wouldn’t otherwise have a place to live.”

- Lachie, BackTrack Carpentry and Woodwork Trainer

2019-20 was full of practical, purposeful projects, like 
building a large deck and recycled timber tables and 
benches for Warrah. These additions will be enjoyed 
for years to come and create a sense of achievement 
for young people as they build something that they 
themselves can use and value.

Our aspiring welders also put their skills to the test, 
partnering with the BT Works team to create dog 
boxes, cattle grids and firewood boxes. Many also 
tried their hand at creative welding projects and built 
impressive sculptures. 

In addition to technical skill development, our trade-based activities focus on becoming job-ready. They 
replicate a genuine work environment where young people can cultivate soft skills that are necessary to 
find a job and make positive contributions to their community. This includes working as part of a team, 
effective communication, showing leadership, practising self-responsibility and problem-solving. 

young people engaged 
in trade training for an 
average 2 days a week 

>7000
hours of hands-on 

training and experience

hours of training on our 
fire recovery projects

15

421
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One of our newest training activities kicked off in November 2019. 
Funded by the Department of Industry under the 2019 Regional 
Employment Trials and in collaboration with Joblink Plus, it aims to 
transition young people into supported employment in the Animal Care 
industry. Animal Care Employment Pathways (ACEP) was focused 
specifically on the 17-23 year old age group and extended beyond 
our existing BackTrack crew to include other young people from the 
region. We’ve seen fantastic engagement and attendance from the 14 
young people involved in the program this year. 

Animal Care Employment Pathways

Since 15-year old Blake came to BackTrack in March 
2018, we’ve seen him go from strength to strength. 
He is taking every opportunity offered to him, making 
significant strides in the welding workshop, building 
his employability and now commencing a traineeship. 
However, Blake didn’t always feel equipped to take on 
the world of work and he struggled in a mainstream 
school environment. Since joining our crew full-
time, we have witnessed a transformation in Blake’s 
resilience, as he tackles challenges with maturity.

A key influence has been building confidence in his skills and being exposed to a real-world work 
environment. Blake thrives in a hands-on environment where he can put his creative strengths to 
the test and he has always shown great promise as a welder and woodworker. Blake responded so 
well in our program that the start of 2020 saw him make a full-time transition into the welding shed. 
Under the supervision of our welding trainer Andrew (Fez) Hine, he has built his technical expertise, 
creativity and work-readiness. Blake is showing more sustained concentration and approaches his 
projects with bucketloads of self-motivation - knowing when to have a joke with the boys and when to 
get back to the task at hand.

His progression through BackTrack’s skill development activities has made him a prime candidate for 
joining the BT Works crew and moving into transitional employment and training. Blake has excelled 
at hands-on projects like fabricating cattle yards for a local rural supplier and is now in the process of 
commencing a Rural Operations traineeship.

Meet Blake  

ACEP is focused on practical skill development in the management, 
care and handling of animals and gives young people a genuine insight 
into the industry. Under Francesca Andreoni’s guidance, everyone has 
had the opportunity to work with a diverse herd of horses, a pack of 
dogs and a mixed flock of poultry. Additionally, they participated in work 
experience with industry employers, like horse trainers, farmers, vets, 
animal shelter managers and stock feed suppliers. Not only has this 
provided on-the-job training, but it’s a great way for our young people to 
connect with local businesses and become work-ready.
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BT WORKS
Established in 2018, our social enterprise BT Works supports young people who have progressed 
through BackTrack’s core education and training activities. As an enterprise, we provide services in 
agriculture, construction and fabrication works throughout the New England region and beyond. BT 
Works secures contract and project work that allows us to offer traineeships, on-the-job training and 
employment to BackTrack young people who are ready to move into the world of work. 

Importantly, we know that our crew of young employees still require flexible support as they adjust 
to having and keeping a job. That’s why BT Works operates an end-to-end service model where 
our BT Works supervisors provide ongoing, wrap-around wellbeing support and connect them to 
accommodation, legal and health services as required. 

BT Works has grown from strength to strength in the last three years. From our founding crew and first 
local agriculture contracts to now, we’ve completed hundreds of projects across the New England region, 
generating >$1.1 million in trade, with 61% from self-generated income. As a result, we have been able 
to provide employment for 29 young people. This momentum has been fuelled by our partnerships with 
the State government, philanthropic supporters and local businesses. As BT Works grows, it provides 
an additional revenue stream to BackTrack. This allows us to sustainably scale our operations and to 
expand the non-accredited and accredited training opportunities that are available for young people and 
the broader Armidale region. 

“Keeping a job has a profound impact on a young person’s 
life. Not only do they develop vocational skills and gain an 
income, but there’s a real transformation in their confidence 
and a genuine sense of pride. 

We see a reduction in risk-taking behaviour, a more stable 
routine and an increase in their ability to live independently 
and manage their responsibilities.” 

-  Marcus, Executive Manager - Social Enterprise
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Skill Development and Work Experience

BT Works helps young people prepare for employment.

The first step is ensuring that young people have the 
skills they need to perform their role within BT Works and 
to enter the local job market. Accordingly, we provide 
access to short courses that are aligned to employment 
opportunities available in the region. 

One example of this was a Skid Steer training course we 
delivered in April 2020. We had 8 BT Works crew and 4 
staff participate. This prepared them for ongoing work in 
the agriculture and construction industry and is a useful 
skill that supports our bushfire recovery work. Throughout 
the year, we also offered the opportunity to obtain white 
cards and chainsaw licences.

This skill development is supported by local Registered 
Training Organisations who collaborate with us to 
deliver accredited training and to adapt this training 
and assessment to suit the needs of our young people. 
Additionally, philanthropic supporters generously supply 
us with necessary equipment, like bobcats, chainsaws, 
generators and welders.

“It has been great to have our own Skid Steer and to learn 
in a group at our own venue. It’s awesome to see the boys 
getting more skills and tickets.”

-  BJ, BT Works Crew Member

Traineeships and Apprenticeships
BT Works values longer-term engagement through 
traineeships and apprenticeships and we’re able to give 
young people a broad experience of the agriculture, 
fabrication and construction industries. Apprenticeships 
and traineeships are an opportunity to build confidence, 
skills and on-the-job experience, while accessing 
accredited training, coaching and mentorship. 

It is our network of local businesses, customers and 
government and philanthropic partners that enable us 
to deliver this quality training, alongside wrap-around 
support which contributes to our current retention rate 
of >80%. In 2019-20, BT Works had 4 Rural Operations 
trainees and 1 Carpentry apprentice commence training 
and 1 Youth Work trainee continue training.

young people employed

13

7
trainees engaged

young people obtained 
white cards

retention rate for trainees 
and apprentices

29

>80%
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“During my interactions with both the BT Works apprentices 
and school-based trainees, I have been extremely impressed 
with the level of skill and knowledge that they demonstrate 
during the assessment process. 

They are well above the average student that enrols into 
Certificate II or III in Rural Operations and are a credit to the 
program that BackTrack is running. All have bright futures and 
the capacity to be very successful in any practical field that 
they choose to work in.”

-  Sandra Vodjic – RTO Coordinator

Employment Opportunities

As our BT Works crew complete accredited training and 
traineeships, they are able to transition into employment within 
the regional job market. We have strong relationships with local 
employers and businesses that help us find job opportunities.

In 2019-20, BT Works employed 29 young people. Given that BT 
Works has only been operational since 2018, this is a remarkable 
result. We believe that our young people succeed like this 
because they have been equipped with the necessary vocational 
and soft skills prior to getting a job. 

Additionally, our transitional employment model means that the BT 
Works team provides ongoing mentorship to the employee and 
responsive support to the employers. Where necessary, we can 
act as an intermediary and build the capacity of local employers 
to confidently manage the often complex needs of our young 
workers. This leads to stronger engagement, better retention and 
mutually beneficial outcomes for all involved.  

“We had one of your BT Works trainees out here this week and 
he was a proper good hand for me! Was great to have him with 
a great attitude! 

I could send him out on his own once he understood what was 
needed and he was great. He also told me how much you have 
done for him and how much he appreciated it.”

- Aaron Breiner, University of New England
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BT Works Projects in 2019-20
The past twelve months have seen BT Works increase its capacity to deliver a variety of agriculture, 
construction and fabrication works. Our team has expanded, growing to 4 supervisors, 7 trainees and 22 
part-time BT Works crew members over the year.

We have also expanded our reach beyond Armidale, with projects being taken up in places like Lightning 
Ridge, Nymboida and Gunnedah. We even assisted with grounds preparation and ran a stall at AgQuip’s 
Primary Industry Field Day.  

Bushfire Recovery Work

“A lot of people here weren’t coping because you couldn’t see 
where we were going to go and where we were going to get help. 

But after the BackTrack boys have been here, the morale has 
lifted because of the fencing they’ve done. They have been 
absolutely brilliant in our village.”

-  Jan, Torrington Community Member

The bushfire recovery work has been a stand-out experience for the BT Works crew. It has been a valuable 
opportunity to make a meaningful contribution to remote communities after the recent bushfires. Local 
people had experienced devastating consequences on their properties, with their boundary and internal 
fencing being incinerated and their cattle stock needing emergency evacuation.  

In partnership with community and government departments, we deployed teams of young workers to more 
than 20 fire-affected properties in Nymboida, Wongwibinda, Yarrowitch, Hernani, Torrington and Tenterfield. 
Projects have included installing new timber post and barbed wire fencing, steel posts and cattle yards. Our 
crew also assisted with mowing and cleaning up local parks and sports and community grounds.  

“They’ve given an enormous amount of help to all sorts of land 
owners, whether they be small village blocks right up to larger 
properties. It certainly brought the morale of our community 
right up, when it had hit rock bottom after the fires.” 

-  Michael, Torrington Community Member 
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To date, more than 73km of fencing has been 
repaired and restrained. But what has been even 
more gratifying is the tremendously positive response 
from the communities themselves. Our crew were 
welcomed with open arms in the many villages and 
towns we visited and told that our fast, effective and 
agile support meant that their paddocks were made 
secure and their stock losses minimised. 

Alongside clocking up over 1450 hours in on-the-job 
training, it has been fantastic to see the crew actively 
participate in these communities and make genuine 
connections with local people. 

Everywhere we went, they represented BackTrack 
with pride and showed teamwork, mateship and true 
community spirit. This is an excellent example of how 
training and skill development can occur alongside 
personal development, as our crew saw the tangible 
impact of their generosity and hard work.

“You think you’ve got it bad till you come up here and see 
these people who were just doing their thing, then bang…
got no house!”

- Russell, BT Works School-Based Trainee

Warrah Renovations
Warrah is BackTrack’s residential accommodation. In 2019-20, the BT Works crew were heavily involved 
in renovating and expanding Warrah. One such project was renovating an internal bathroom and building 
a new bathroom in the existing shed for visitor use. This gave our workers experience in demolition, 
waterproofing and tiling. Additionally, a bore, plumbing and a solar pump was installed onsite in late 2019 
and early 2020. This will be used as a water source for stock and irrigation of our garlic farm. 

young people employed on fire 
recovery projects 

20+

73km
of bushfire-

damaged fencing repaired

properties receiving support 
across 6 communities

hours of on-the-job training

29

1450+
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Another project involved building a room in the existing 
shed which will be used for training and workshops. 
This was led by our Carpentry Supervisor and 
youth worker Lachlan (Lachie) and his second-year 
Carpentry apprentice Tom. Our BT Works crew was at 
times accompanied by those young people involved 
in BackTrack’s core skill development activities. 
Collaborative efforts like this are beneficial for everyone, 
with older BT Works boys providing mentorship and 
positive role modelling to the younger group.

We’re gearing up for more development into early 2021, 
with plans to construct 4 tiny homes onsite at Warrah. This 
will enable us to increase bed capacity and offer dwellings 
for those who are ready for semi-independent living.

“It has been great to be involved in such a big project from 
start to finish. And it’s even better that it’s on BackTrack’s own 
property and I get to see it being used every day” 

-  Tom, BT Works apprentice

Fabrication Works

BT Works specialises in fabrication works and the past year has seen us complete some significant 
projects in our region. Recently, we finished up a mega job; building a brand spanking new trailer! This will 
increase our capacity to deliver fencing and fabrication services beyond Armidale and will be particularly 
useful for our remote bushfire recovery work. Additionally, the BT Works crew were enlisted by a local 
landowner to fabricate and install a round yard and they also constructed a horse stable.  

One of our ongoing contracts is the fabrication of cattle grids. After they are completed, they are made 
available for purchase through a local rural supplier. It has been excellent to see BT Works young people 
like Blake take ownership over these projects.

“It was awesome to see the trailer getting built. It started with just 
some lengths of steel and turned into the finished trailer and now 
we’ve been using it to do welding on the farms at Yarrowitch.”

-  Blake, BT Works trainee
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BackTrack everywhere
Over the past several years, we have heard from an increasing number of regional communities who want 
to do things differently to help young people having a hard time. 

In the last financial year alone, we received 130+ individual enquiries from communities who have been 
inspired by BackTrack’s methodology and are looking to help their local young people who are falling 
through the cracks. BackTrack Everywhere is our community mentoring initiative for organisations who 
want to offer young people holistic, flexible and long-term support. Drawing on our 14 years of experience, 
we provide insights on starting and running a successful program, recommending steps forward and 
linking communities with resources and service providers to support their initiative.

We held our third ‘Open Day’ in December 2019, where 30 attendees were able to explore and 
experience life at BackTrack in Armidale. They received top tips from the team on a wide range of topics 
including community engagement, funding, social enterprise development and youth work. We had 
planned for another Open Day to take place in the first half of 2020. While COVID-19 put a halt to this, 
we are now exploring the potential of a virtual tour.

Despite resource constraints, BackTrack now works closely with communities across NSW who are 
making a big impact for local young people:

• Down The Track (Lake Cargelligo) 
• LeaderLife (Dubbo)
• Making Tracks (Broken Hill) 

 

Since its pilot in 2015, BackTrack Everywhere continues to evolve, but always with an eye on our mission 
of helping as many kids having a hard time as possible. With the benefit of five years’ experience and 
learnings, we are now looking to develop our next iteration of the initiative and resource it so it can help 
more communities launch and sustain successful local programs. Watch this space!

“I can’t put into words everything we’ve gotten out of our 
relationship with BackTrack. It’s changed the way we work with 
young people, the shape of our organisation and how we operate. 
BackTrack’s mentoring has given me the confidence to trust my 
intuition and to step out of my comfort zone.”

-  Joh Leader, LeaderLife

Through BackTrack Everywhere, our goals are:

Supporting communities to ‘do it for themselves’

Whilst there are countless communities that need an organisation like ours, BackTrack doesn’t have the 
resources to operate across multiple locations. And even if we did, experience has taught us that the most 
effective support for young people comes from those who are ‘on the ground’ locally and have a deep 
understanding of their context. 

Across communities, young people face common challenges. However, when it comes to designing 
solutions that work, the most effective, long-term support is driven by local knowledge, experience and 
collaboration. From first-hand experience, we know the power of a whole-of-community response, where 
local schools, Elders, police, council, businesses, community groups and services play an essential role in 
helping young people who are toughing it out.

• RUFFTRACK (Hawkesbury River)
• FlatTrack (Moree)
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BackTrack Everywhere adapts our support and mentorship 
based on the specific needs, challenges and solutions of 
each community we partner with. Working closely with several 
community organisations, we are here to empower those 
willing to put in the hard yards with coaching and resources 
from our team. 

The day-to-day activities carried out by each organisation look 
different and align with the opportunities that are most relevant 
in their region. Some examples include:

• Participating in trade training across agriculture and 
construction

• Practical activities like repairing trailers, building fire pits 
and coffee tables

• Engaging in the community, maintaining local public 
spaces like parks and ovals and holding open days for 
members of the public 

• Gaining work experience through social enterprise 
activities like farming and catering

What unites everyone involved in BackTrack Everywhere is a commitment to putting young people first 
and empowering them to develop their skills and aspirations, connect with their community and engage 
with education, training and work. There is a common mentality of ‘doing whatever it takes, for as long as it 
takes’, with an awareness that the most effective support is always holistic, flexible and long-term.

Building a network of like minded organisations across Australia

BackTrack was set up to catch young people falling through the cracks of a system that doesn’t cater to 
the needs of the most vulnerable in our society. We have demonstrated that when these young people 
are given the support they need, they are able to thrive. Further, we believe there is strength in numbers 
and diversity and the more we can bring together effective organisations, the better chance young people 
will have to live fulfilling, purposeful lives.
 
We collaborate with organisations across the country, with the aim of developing a network of like 
minded people who can share best-practice program design, delivery and evaluation and align in how 
we measure our impact. As a result, we can build a compelling evidence base that helps us collectively 
advocate for effective, flexibly funded youth services for disadvantaged young people across Australia.
Additionally, this model helps foster a broader culture where organisations can collaborate and build one 
another up, united by a common mission of supporting young people around Australia to chase their 
hopes and dreams.

communities operating 
BackTrack-style youth 

programs

100+
young people accessing 

support in these 
communities

individual enquires 
from interested 
communities

5

130+
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BackTrack Everywhere Partner Updates

LeaderLife - Dubbo

It has been an exciting 12 months for the LeaderLife crew 
in Dubbo, as they devote everything they can to help kids 
doing it tough live their best life. They have continued 
building quality partnerships with leading agencies 
in Dubbo like Rotary, local Council, police, education 
officials and other front-line services. As a collective, 
Dubbo is united in creating community solutions for 
young people that catch kids before they get caught up 
in a cycle of incarceration. Over the past 12 months, the 
community reduced the number of Indigenous young 
people being criminally charged by 65%!
 
In December 2019, LeaderLife started developing their 
newest initiative ‘Soil2Soul’. This is a social enterprise 
that delivers training and supported employment 
pathways for marginalised young people aged 15-25 
years. Thanks to the generosity of the Maxwell family, 
LeaderLife currently leases a lime farm at Narromine. 
This offers young people a real-world environment where 
they can learn new vocational and employability skills 
under the supervision of trained youth workers, with the 
ultimate goal of providing fresh produce to local stockists 
including pubs, cafes and restaurants. Sales from the 
farm provide another revenue stream to LeaderLife 
and directly support the long-term sustainability of the 
Soil2Soul initiative.

Making Tracks - Broken Hill

Over the past 12 months, Making Tracks has made 
serious strides towards helping the young people 
of Broken Hill, through a combination of wellbeing 
support, community engagement, education, work 
experience and skill development. Their activities 
build and strengthen functional life skills and 
encourage young people to pursue their personal 
education and employment goals.
 
Making Tracks utilises the Circle of Courage 
principles of belonging, mastery, independence and 
generosity, helping young people to feel connected 
and cared for. One way this has manifested in the 
past year is through the practice of morning and 
afternoon Yarnin’ Circles. This helps young people 
talk through their experiences in an open, inclusive 
and non-judgemental environment and feel a sense 
of ownership over their lives and choices.

The Making Tracks team knows that it takes a whole community to make sustainable change. Their MOU 
with local high schools continues to flourish and they are developing a range of strong working partnerships 
across the community, business and government sector.

“It’s simple - without BackTrack we wouldn’t be here. We had a 
vision, but no idea how to go about it. BackTrack’s mentoring 
provides us with invaluable resources and networks that would 
otherwise take years to nurture and establish. Whenever I feel 
out of my depth, I know the team has my back.”

-  Julie-Lee Gill, Making Tracks
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Down The Track - Lake Cargelligo

Down The Track have had an incredible 12 months which 
has seen them secure long-term funding, grow their social 
enterprises and welcome more young people into the Down 
The Track family. One of their social enterprises involves 
catering for small and large scale events and jobs have 
been coming in thick and fast! Down The Track young 
people have catered a wedding, a drought relief fundraiser 
and a country concert (their biggest event yet with over 250 
people in attendance!)
 
Additionally, there’s been a truckload of early mornings and 
long days for the Down The Track Crew, as they develop 
skills in lamb marking, shearing and fencing through their 
second social enterprise. This training has such a powerful 
impact because it is hands-on, varied and relevant to the 
real world of work.

“Working with the kids we work with and in the way we work can 
be really challenging. When I’ve had a really tough day, Bernie 
and the BackTrack team are there to hear me out and prop me 
up when I need it.”

-  Lana Masterson, Down The Track

“BackTrack isn’t going to do it for you, but if you’re the type of 
person who will put in the work and not let anything stand in 
your way, then you’ve got Bernie and the team’s full support. 
And that’s huge.”

-  Krist Grasnik, FlatTrack

New Partnerships

In 2019-20, we formed partnerships with two new communities. With our support, they have established 
their own programs; RuffTRACK in the Hawkesbury and FlatTrack in Moree. Both are already kicking 
goals after their successful launches and are now working daily with young people on the ground in their 
communities. RuffTRACK and FlatTrack are offering a variety of activities to engage these young people 
in practical learning, training and social support. These include farming, fencing, dog training, welding 
and carpentry.

BackTrack Everywhere has also worked with Valley Track in Grafton and we have a very exciting project 
in store with Fearless Towards Success in Brisbane, as our first interstate joint venture! Looking forward, 
we are working towards partnerships with communities in the Hunter and North Coast of NSW and 
Gippsland, Victoria.
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SUPPORTERS

Our work is made possible by so many 
people. There are now too many to list by 
name, but they include:

• Volunteers who commit their time, 
energy and skills to BackTrack. They 
generously give in so many ways 
and never hesitate to lend a hand 
wherever it is needed. 

• Individual donors and philanthropic, 
government and commercial 
organisations who provide funding. 

• Community organisations that 
collaborate with us and generously 
donate their time and expertise in 
so many ways. Whether it’s offering 
opportunities for young people to 
speak about their experiences and 
build their skills, running fundraisers 
on our behalf, providing food and 
materials or facilitating referrals, their 
support is vital to everything we do. 

• Schools and Registered Training 
Organisations that support our 
education and skill development 
activities. 

• Local businesses and employers who 
offer work experience and employment 
opportunities for our young people and 
contracts to our social enterprise. 

• Government agencies that provide 
funding, referrals and health, legal and 
accommodation support. 

• Individuals who have supported or 
played a role in the production of the 
Backtrack Boys documentary, the 
Back on Track book or the Everyday 
Heroes podcast.

To everyone who continues to show 
up for our young people, in whatever 
way they can, we express our deepest 
gratitude. Thank you for being part of 
our ‘village’ and for showing our young 
people what generosity looks like.
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Team

We would like to acknowledge our Board of Directors for their expertise, strategic foresight and deep 
belief in what we do at BackTrack. Their guidance keeps us focused and accountable to our mission.

Greg Paramor AO

“The dedication BackTrack shows to the young Australians in their care 
continues to amaze me. BackTrack helps young people to patch up their 
lives and assists them to make a success of themselves through the various 
programs available. This is a task without end, but every young life saved and 
enhanced is a cause for celebration.”

Greg is the Chairman of Leftfield Investments, Inclusive Housing Australia, 
TierONE Capital and the Non-Executive Director of Charter Hall Group 
and Eureka Group Holdings. Greg’s career spans over 45 years in the real 
estate and funds management industry. He is a past president of both the 
Property Council of Australia and Investment Funds Association and is a 
Board member of the Sydney Swans and Sydney Swans Foundation. 

Bernie Shakeshaft
Bernie is the founder and CEO of BackTrack Youth Works. He has spent 
the past 25 years living out his passion working with wild dogs and wild 
kids. He founded BackTrack in Armidale to deliver on his vision of keeping 
young people alive, out of jail and chasing their hopes and dreams. Bernie 
takes great pride in how BackTrack’s unique model is being taken up 
across NSW and beyond, thanks in large part to our BackTrack Everywhere 
community mentoring initiative. In January 2020, he was recognised as 
Australian of the Year Local Hero.

“At BackTrack, we know that mainstream systems don’t work for a lot of 
young people out there. So, we’re focused on finding a different way of 
doing things. From there, it’s about sticking with what’s working, letting go 
of what’s not and just never giving up. This work doesn’t have a time limit 
and it happens inch by inch. We’re lucky enough to do it alongside so many 
incredible people and together, those inches are turning into miles.”

Rosemary Mort

“In this year of turmoil and uncertainty, Bernie and the team have kept 
BackTrack ‘on track’. It has been a mammoth effort and one that has included 
reaching out to the community through bushfire relief and other activities, 
maintaining focus on our young peoples’ needs and moving forward with 
many important projects. It’s been a year we will all remember and BackTrack 
has lived up to its own maxim that tracking forward is the best way to go, 
as well as having the insight to know the right times to look back and to 
negotiate the present.”

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 ran a delicatessen for two years and 
has operated her own independent media business in Armidale since 1998. 

Philip Jarvis
Philip is the Managing Director of Direct Agriculture; specialist agricultural 
investment and development advisors who facilitate and manage direct 
investment in farmland and agribusiness for financial institutions and family 
offices. A graduate of the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, Philip came 
to Australia after eight years in the British Army, including active service in 
Northern Ireland, Bosnia and Central America. Philip’s family operates beef 
and sheep grazing properties in the New England region, with additional 
interests in commercial aviation.
“The strength of any organisation is only tested in times of true adversity. 
While BackTrack continues to kick goals, our greatest success this year is how 
our young people, volunteers and staff have selflessly banded together to forge 
a considerable force for good.”

Board
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Vicki Mullen

“The BackTrack team and kids have surpassed expectations in holding the course 
with integrity and courage and they have made an enormous contribution in 
helping the local community recover. We are so proud of what they have achieved.”

Vicki is a lawyer with over 25 years of experience in public policy and regulatory 
affairs. She has worked in various roles in government, including positions with 
a High Court Judge, the NSW Parliament, the NSW Cabinet Office and a senior 
NSW Minister. She has also worked across the insurance and financial services 
sectors in senior positions with IAG, the Actuaries Institute, and the Insurance 
Council of Australia. Vicki is an Ombudsman with the Australian Financial 
Complaints Authority. She holds degrees in Arts and Law, and a Master of Laws. 
Vicki is a graduate of the Australian Institute of Company Directors. She grew up 
in Armidale and is passionate about supporting community resilience in rural and 
regional areas. 

Penny Kaleta (from August 2019)

Penny has more than 25 years of media sales, marketing and leadership 
experience across metropolitan, regional and communities both in the UK and 
Australia. She is an authentic leader, Harvard Business School graduate in High 
Potential Leadership and recently completed the Australian Institute of Board 
Directors course. As the newest member of the BackTrack family, Penny has 
quickly become known for her enthusiasm, big heart and as giver of the very 
best hugs!

“In times of need, everyone at BackTrack pulls together. From fighting fires 
and managing drought to checking in on each other and vulnerable community 
members, no one ever gives up and no one is left behind. 80% out in front always. 
It’s an absolute privilege to stand side by side with Bernie and the BackTrack team, 
doing whatever I can to support them.”  

Mark O’Brien (to March 2020)

Mark completed a Bachelor of Agricultural Economics degree at the University 
of New England. He 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.

“More than ever, there’s growing recognition of the unique, innovative way that 
BackTrack works with young people. We are seeing other organisations eager to 
apply the same principles in their own communities.”
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We would like to thank our staff for their tireless commitment. They never give up, no matter how 
challenging things can get. Their dedication to BackTrack and to our young people is remarkable and we 
couldn’t do what we do without them. 

Bernie Shakeshaft,
CEO & Founder

Melinda Phillips, 
Executive Manager

Haley Booth, 
Wellbeing Coordinator

Janelle Brandley, 
Operations Manager

to May 2020

Marcus Watson, 
Executive Manager - Social Executive Manager - Social 

EnterpriseEnterprise

Jemma Tombs, 
Executive Assistant

James Warne, 
Head of Education and 

Training

Jane Watson, 
Business Development - 

Partnerships 
to January 2020

Rebecca Passey, 
General Manager (Armidale) 

from November 2019

Steven Bramley, 
BT Works Operations Manager 

from November 2019

Staff
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BackTrack Youth Works Staff

Andrew Dyson (from January 2020)
*Balie McCormack
*Brady Morris (to December 2019)
Donna Jacobs (from September 2019)
Emma Hoving-Dubber
Matthew Pett
Melissa Vella
*Nathan Bliss
Selena Rudge (from October 2019 to April 2020)
 

BackTrack Youth Works Casuals

Annkya Overton
Brooke Johnston
Darren Harrison
Erin Rummery
James Lovelock
James Shakeshaft
Jayden Ward
*Kanaya Moran
Kathryn Brazier
Katrina-Lee Reid
Maeve Shakeshaft
Paul Dawson
*Trey Fernando
Zack Draunimasi

BT Works Staff

Andrew Hine
Ike Roberts
Lachlan Ward (from October 2019)
Murray Lupton
*Beau Parker
*Marcus Potter
*Phillip Pickford (to August 2019)

BT Works Casuals

*Alex Brotherson
Alex Paul
*Alfie Boney
Bernie Morrow
*Brenden Lowe
*Brett Orcher
*Carl Haines
*Christopher McCormack
Daniel Vella
*Danny Perkins
Jaleel Weatherall
*Johnathan Doyle
*Jordan Kelly
*Lachlan Tombs
*Mark Schumacher
*Sam Woods
Sebastian West
Tyler Ridgewell
Warren Yates

BT Works Trainees

*Aiden Kelly
*Jack Ackling
Liam Roberts
*Russell Moore
*Tom Craig
*Zac Craig

* Previous BackTrack participants 

In December 2019 we lost one of our much loved 
young people. Sindi was known for his warm heart, 
clever wit, sunny smile, one-armed push ups and 
amazing voice. He was a friend and mentor to 
many and his death came as a great shock to us 
all. Our thoughts are with his family and friends. 
Sindi is greatly missed by the entire BackTrack 
family and will be forever in our hearts.

If you or someone you know is struggling - please 
reach out to talk to someone and seek help. You 
can call Lifeline on 131114 at any time or visit 
HeadSpace www.headspace.org.au for information 
and support tailored for young people aged 12-25.

In Memoriam - Sindiso (Sindi) Ndhlovu
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There’s no question that some of the most important staff at BackTrack are the Paws Up dogs. These 
extraordinary dogs give their all every day and seek no more reward than a warm comfy kennel, fresh 
water and a feed and some mates to rumble with.

It is hard for many to comprehend the breadth of work these dogs do for us - working with multiple 
handlers and mustering of livestock in the paddock, working cattle at competition trials, sitting quietly 
under a desk in the classroom or offering specialist support in court, showing off on some of the biggest 
stages in the country, jumping impossibly high walls in front of crowds, visiting schools and nursing 
homes and providing one-on-one support whenever it’s needed. 

The grandmother collie Lou is now settled into semi-
retirement but is still the leader of the pack. Until very 
recently, she also shared this title with our beloved Girl (who 
has since passed away). Robin, the quick-as-a-flash kelpie 
cross, has taken on the role of second in command. She’s 
in charge of pack discipline on behalf of the old girls, who 
like to take things steadier these days.

The younger team (Siena along with her cousins Gidgee, 
Mulga, and Billy) are maturing beautifully and stepping up 
to deliver amazing performances over the high jump and 
at cattle trials. The young Great Dane Chilli tries to keep 
up - but she’s not really built for that kind of thing, instead 
preferring to take care of new young people when they 
arrive and make them feel special.

Merlin continues to be one of our superstar athletes and 
his grandson Wes looks like he’ll follow in his footsteps 
(when he settles down enough to focus!) The old boys Sport 
(father of Mulga, Gidgee and Billy), Striker, Bounce and 
Gibson are no longer breaking high jump records but are 
still working hard from the paddocks to the classroom. 

Gibson has proven to be our star “scent tracking” dog and 
is enjoying the new challenge, as are his handlers. The 
old Great Dane Arco (Chilli’s father) prefers a slower pace 
these days, but enjoys getting out with young people - 
especially new kids who need a a hand. 

BackTrack recently farewelled our long standing leader 
of the pack, Girl. Girl was one of the original border 
collie litter that started it all. She, Lou and their brother 
Zorro were champions over the dog high-jump in the 
early days of BackTrack, never failing to bring home top 
prize and make their young handlers proud. 

Over the last 15 years, Girl has been a rock for so 
many of us. From standing by our CEO Bernie after the 
hardest of days to comforting the newest young person 
walking through the doors for the first time, she always 
gave her unwavering, wise and thoughtful support 
when it was needed most. She taught us everything 
that BackTrack stands for; don’t judge, never give up, 
keep an eye out for anyone needing a hand and find a 
warm swag whenever you can! She was laid to rest by 
a big tree overlooking her pack in a beautiful ceremony 
attended by many who knew and loved her. Rest easy 
Girl - your Paws Up pack has got it covered!

Vale Girl

Dogs
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FInancials
The following financial statement covers BackTrack Youth Works and the social enterprise entity BT 
Works. This data also reveals BackTrack’s key priorities for the 2019-20 financial year, as outlined below. 

Diversification of funding sources
Effectively responding to the needs of the young people we work with requires an agile approach that 
doesn’t solely rely on mainstream government funding streams. BackTrack has always prioritised the 
diversification of funding and this can be seen across the 2019-20 revenue sources of both BackTrack 
Youth Works and the social enterprise entity BT Works. 

In 2019-20 BackTrack Youth Works received 82% of its overall funding from donations and philanthropic 
grants. Philanthropic organisations and donors play a vitally important role in providing the flexible, long-
term and multifaceted program funding that is so crucial to BackTrack’s success. BT Works received 
61% of its overall funding from trade. This was self-generated revenue that came from a variety of 
goods and services rendered for customers in and beyond the New England region.

Securing an operating surplus and retaining earnings 
The BackTrack Board has a policy of retaining no less than 6 months of earnings to support the 
operation of the organisation. In 2019-20, we set and achieved a goal of retaining 12 months earnings 
to be used for operating expenses. Securing a surplus in our operating budget has been an intentional 
strategy that helps BackTrack effectively mitigate financial risk. We have already felt the advantages 
of this throughout the early waves of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020 and such unprecedented 
events reinforce the necessity of these strong risk management practices.

BackTrack Youth Works Revenue BT Works Revenue

Consolidated Revenue
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BackTrack Youth Works Ltd 
ABN: 66 612 831 919 

Statement of Profit or Loss and Other Comprehensive Income 
For the Year Ended 30 June 2020  
 

The accompanying notes form part of these financial statements. 
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  Consolidated Parent 

 Note  

2020 
$ 

2019 
$  

2020 
$ 

2019 
$ 

Revenue 4   5,166,241   3,372,484    4,497,802   2,722,536  
Gain on disposal of assets    -   2,727    -   2,727  
Employee benefits expense    (2,322,005)   (1,931,767)    (1,781,896)   (1,386,845)  
Depreciation and amortisation expense    (70,571)   (50,191)    (59,389)   (43,115)  
Motor vehicle costs    (104,708)   (110,140)    (79,321)   (84,486)  
Rent    (21,226)   (19,675)    (21,226)   (19,675)  
Group training materials and hardware    (162,321)   (171,240)    -   -  
Consultancy    (118,809)   (78,937)    (118,809)   (29,411)  
Other expenses    (465,535)   (472,494)    (595,430)   (677,316)  
Finance costs    (2,539)   (2,295)    -   (1,659)  

Surplus for the year    1,898,527   538,472    1,841,731   482,756  
Other comprehensive income    -   -    -   -  

Total comprehensive income    1,898,527   538,472    1,841,731   482,756  
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BackTrack Works Ltd

ABN: 52 626 763 068

Statement of Profit or Loss and Other Comprehensive Income
For the Year Ended 30 June 2020

Note

2020

$

2019

$

Revenue 4 1,169,973 935,568

Employee benefits expense (632,146) (544,922)

Depreciation expense (11,182) (7,076)

Group training materials and hardware (222,332) (171,240)

Consultancy - (49,526)

Motor vehicle costs (25,387) (25,654)

Other expenses (219,590) (80,798)

Finance costs (2,539) (636)

Surplus for the year 56,797 55,716

Other comprehensive income - -

Total comprehensive income 56,797 55,716

The accompanying notes form part of these financial statements.
6
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FIND OUT MORE
Back On Track - The Book

The past year has involved numerous events relating to the 
launch of Back on Track; the biography of our founder and CEO 
Bernie Shakeshaft. Co-authored by James Knight, the book 
brings together Bernie’s past and present in a compelling yarn 
about how he built BackTrack from a shed in Armidale to today 
impacting over 1,000 young people. Enjoying a long stint on 
the bestseller list, Back on Track doesn’t just tell Bernie’s story, 
but the stories of the kids, dogs and dedicated community that 
make BackTrack what it is. The book has been published by 
international publisher Hachette, with a percentage of profits 
being donated to our organisation. 

You can purchase the book in all good bookstores or reach 
out to BackTrack via email or directly on our website. 

“Fuelled by Shakeshaft’s earthy charisma, buoyancy and 
colourful language, Back on Track interweaves the tale of 
his reckless, troubled youth and how he found his feet, with 
vignettes from daily life at BackTrack and the stories of the 
kids whose lives have been transformed.” 

-  Sydney Morning Herald

Everyday Heroes - The Podcast
After receiving the 2020 Australian of the Year Local Hero Award 
at the beginning of 2020, Bernie got thinking about what it really 
means to be a ‘hero’. This journey of learning led to the release 
of his new podcast, which amplifies the stories of other everyday 
heroes across our communities. Delivered as hour-long interviews, 
every episode sees Bernie engage a diverse line-up of Australians 
and yarn about how they’ve navigated success, trauma, purpose 
and setbacks. From sporting stars, fellow Australian of the Year 
nominees and industry leaders to individuals who have ‘done it 
tough’, refugees and youth change-makers, this podcast sets out 
to expand our definition of what really makes a ‘hero’.

You can listen to the podcast on Apple Podcasts, Spotify, 
Stitcher and Podtail. 

Backtrack Boys - The Documentary
Since the release of the Backtrack Boys documentary in June 2018, 
we are inundated with shows of support from people across the 
country and a growing interest in what we do at BackTrack. Directed 
by Catherine Scott, the documentary follows the stories of our young 
people Zac, Rusty and Tyson, as well as our broader BackTrack crew. 
At its core, it’s about the challenges and triumphs we experience 
every day at BackTrack and the remarkable resilience of each and 
every young person who walks through our doors. We have been 
overwhelmed by the response to date and look forward to the film 
reaching an even wider audience.

You can view the film via paid streaming services such as Itunes 
and Google Play. You can also purchase a copy of the DVD 
directly from BackTrack via email or on our website.
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GET IN TOUCH

PO Box 4436, Armidale NSW 2350 

T: 02 67713577 
E: enquiries@backtrack.org.au  
W: www.backtrack.org.au

Contact BackTrack

Follow BackTrack 

Support BackTrack
www.backtrack.org.au/donate
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