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Celebrating Our Shared Impact
This year, BackTrack proudly celebrates a landmark fifteen years of keeping kids alive, out of jail 
and chasing their hopes and dreams. 
 
To all our many friends and supporters, who have been with us at various stages of this enormously exciting and 
challenging journey, please accept our heartfelt thanks for your support, friendship and wisdom over the past decade 
and a half. Truth be told, we couldn’t have made it here today without the extraordinary generosity and support of: 

• volunteers who commit their time, energy and skills   
• philanthropists, businesses and individual donors who fund our work 
• community organisations that collaborate and lend their expertise 
• schools and training organisations that support our education and skill development activities 
• local employers who offer work experience and employment opportunities  
• a wide array of government departments and agencies that provide ongoing support 
• all the unsung heroes who follow us, share our story, and advocate for us behind the scenes 
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Message From Our Chair 
Welcome to the 2021 Backtrack Annual Report. In my opening 
message last year, I noted that 2020 was one of the most 
challenging years that Australians had experienced in recent 
memory. In an unexpected turn of events, this year proved 
even more difficult in many ways. 
 
We certainly endured more collective hardship than we did 
during the first wave of COVID-19 and I know many people 
will be heading towards the end of the year with a some sense 
of fatigue. But against this backdrop, we have also seen 
exceptional resilience from our community. At BackTrack, we 
always say that ‘if you want to go far, go together’ and this has 
proved true throughout the pandemic. When united around a 
common goal and a commitment to genuine community care 
and connection, we have been able to keep each other safe 
and in particular, protect the most vulnerable members of our 
society (many of whom are young people). 

Harnessing this power of community has been key to much of BackTrack’s work over the past year. One example 
has been our sustained bushfire and flood recovery response, led by the BackTrack Works crew. In addition to the 
tangible material impacts of this work, participating young people have been able to engage directly with community 
members and experience a sense of purpose that transcends the individual. Our efforts to share the ‘BackTrack Way’ 
methodology with other communities across NSW also showcase how being part of a collective translates to greater 
impact. As BackTrack takes the work it does in Armidale and shares it with leaders and organisations across Dubbo, 
Lake Cargelligo, the Hawkesbury, Broken Hill, Moree and Macksville, the number of young people we can support 
exponentially increases. 
 
As we explore opportunities to scale our impact, there has been a necessary shift in BackTrack’s leadership. As Bernie 
increasingly focuses on building partnerships with stakeholders across a growing number of communities, as well as 
procuring the resources needed for sustainable growth, we have brought Mel Phillips into the role of BackTrack CEO. 
Mel has been with us for five years and has been hugely influential in BackTrack’s expontential growth. She is well-
equipped to take up the mantle and I look forward to seeing how BackTrack continues to flourish under her leadership. 
 
Our board, our team and the young people we support all thank our wonderful, passionate supporters and funders.  
Many of them have been with us since inception and some have more recently encountered our work. To our dedicated 
staff, thank you for your extraordinary efforts over the past year and throughout the turbulent times it brought with it. As 
BackTrack celebrates 15 years of operation, I am prouder than ever to be part of this organisation as we keep kids alive, 
out of jail and chasing their hopes and dreams. 

Greg Paramor AO 
BackTrack Board Chair
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Message From Our Founder

The BackTrack Works crews have been doing extraordinary work across NSW, helping bushfire and flood-affected 
communities to get back on their feet. The impact they have had - not only on fences and buildings, but on the people 
in those communities - is something to behold. 
 
To effectively support the many communities who are calling out for our help, we have established the Tracker 
Network. This means we can mentor like-minded leaders and organisations as they adopt the BackTrack Way (our 
tried and tested methodology) in their communities and use their deep local knowledge to launch programs that make 
a real difference for young people across Australia. 
 
Whilst we are very proud of what we have achieved so far, we are ready to keep rolling up our sleeves and focusing 
‘80% out in front’, with our eyes firmly set on the future. If there is one thing I know after all this time, it’s that nothing 
can stop BackTrack - not even droughts, fires, floods and pandemics!

Bernie Shakeshaft
BackTrack Founder and CEO

From tough beginnings with a few determined volunteers  
and a busted old shed, BackTrack has grown from strength 
to strength. This could not have been possible without the 
many volunteers, supporters and partners who have joined 
us in our efforts. 
 
But the job is not done. Our focus remains firmly on helping 
young people who have fallen through the cracks and who 
need our support. The past year has been tough for so many 
Australians and we know many of our young people need a 
hand now more than ever. But we also know BackTrack is up 
for the challenge.

Our Armidale operations continue to evolve, with improved 
facilities and opportunities for young people to learn and 
grow through participation in the BackTrack Core Program. 
Our Warrah residential property remains a safe home for 
young people who need a place to stay. The addition of four 
new tiny homes is an exciting development and will provide 
a supported pathway for those ready to transition to semi-
independent living. 
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Tracking Back
As we reach this milestone of fifteen years of BackTrack, it feels fitting to pause, look back and 
reflect on how far we have come. After all, fifteen years is a lifetime in dog years! 

To do this, we asked a handful of the people who have been involved with BackTrack from the very 
early days to ‘track back’ and share their reflections with us below and throughout this report. Thank you 
to Nathan Bliss, Zac Craig and Balie McCormack for sharing their experiences as former BackTrack 
participants. Our deepest gratitude also goes to Rosemary Mort, Nigel Barlow, Carolyn Lasker and Kevin 
Dupe, who have been involved in BackTrack since the beginning. Between them, they have advocated 
for our work and shared our story, sat on our board and facilitated partnerships across the education, 
government, community and business sectors.

Nathan ‘Blissy’ Bliss, Youth Worker

I guess my story of how I first ended up at BackTrack is quite a familiar one. I wasn’t going too 
well at school and was told that I’d never complete Year 10.

A bunch of us were called into the Deputy Principal’s office…we thought we were in trouble again, but instead they 
told us about the opportunity to do a couple of days a week out of school. Of course, we didn’t take much convincing 
as the idea of not being at school for a few days was pretty good in itself! But then we found out we’d be working 
with clay and welding gear and stuff so it was an easy choice. 
 
We were the first kids involved - Bernie refers to us as the magnificent seven - and he had our backs from day one. 
He looked through the bullshit. There was never any judgement and he always saw something in us, even though 
we couldn’t see it in ourselves back then. Of course, being able to engage in some of those elective skills programs 
like agriculture, timber and metalwork was always going to hold our interest more than school work. It was also pretty 
social in those early days because we were all feeling our way to find what worked. We quickly became a band of 
brothers and that spirit is still at the heart of BackTrack today. 
 
But you couldn’t just coast or sit back. BackTrack always challenges you to be more and everyone has their 
breakthrough moment eventually. Mine was on a farm one night out at Ebor during one of the dog jumps. 
I remember letting go for the first time ever and I just couldn’t stop. It felt like a massive weight off my shoulders  
after that though. 
 
My most enduring memory is the day I was offered a job with BackTrack as a Youth Worker, eleven years ago.  
Since then, my hopes and dreams have been pretty clear. I just want to help BackTrack grow and do what I can to 
make sure the BackTrack heart is in all these new ‘Tracker’ operations. I also want to make sure I’m the best dad 
that I can be for my three kids.

There has always been something magical about BackTrack and I feel 
very humbled to have been involved. I have been privileged to share the 
sense of belonging that the young people experience here.

- Kevin Dupe
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Zac Craig, Youth Worker

My story and Blissy’s have a similar beginning 
and end. I’ve recently had a baby boy and all my 
energy and focus right now is on being as good a 
dad as I can to him. 
 
Back at the beginning I was constantly wagging school 
and getting into trouble for it. I was originally out at 
Trelawney and there was a lot of rivalry back then between 
the Gunnedah and Tamworth boys. In fact, I remember my 
mates trying to get me to fight someone when I first got 
involved with BackTrack, but that ‘band of brothers’ thing 
was pretty strong back then, so there was no way I was 
going to get into a fight with one of my mates.

Bernie had already recognised part of the challenge for me. 
He told me early on that I was a leader and challenged me 
to be a shepherd and not one of the sheep. That advice and 
belief has had a massive influence on my life ever since. 
Bernie has always been a bit of a father figure to me and he 
even helped me re-build my relationship with my older brother.

BackTrack slowly started to shape who I was…who I am today. Every day was still scary as hell sometimes. But even 
when I was running into trouble, the first change was that I started to front up and take some responsibility 
for my actions, like going up to the cops and looking them in the eye and telling them what had just happened. 
 
An Albury dog show in 2013 was my breakthrough moment. Bernie had asked me to give a bit of a speech to all the 
farmers and crowds. I had written a load of dot-points on my hand, but my palms were so sweaty with nerves, they had all 
rubbed off! The boys supported me and I did it and I remember feeling so proud of what I’d achieved. 
 
Taking part in the Backtrack Boys documentary is also something I’ll remember forever. The filming itself was all done 
pretty slowly and it got to the stage that you didn’t really notice it. But when the movie was shown for the first time, it was 
such a great day for me to personally reflect, not just on how far I’d come, but on how the other kids around me had kept 
moving forward too.

Since 2006, BackTrack 
has supported 1000+ 

young people, with 87% 
transitioning into further 
education, training and 

employment 
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Tracking Back
Balie McCormack, Former BackTrack Employee

Public speaking was massive in my BackTrack 
journey. I even hated speaking at ‘circle work’ at the 
start because I was so shy. 

Funnily enough, the first time Bernie asked me to speak was 
about circle work, in front of around 250 people at the Armidale 
Bowling Club. I was only 15 and remember freaking out when 
I saw how many people were there. But once I started, it just 
rolled off my tongue and I still remember feeling so proud of 
myself when I’d finished and people were coming up and saying 
‘well done’…I’d never felt that before.

I guess, as one of the first four girls in BackTrack, my journey 
has always been a bit different. Back then, they only had 
funding to run the Girls program one day a week, but that 
quickly became the day - sometimes the only day - I looked 
forward to most. I loved the giving back part too (at BackTrack 
we call it generosity) because we used to get out and about, 
taking dogs to nursing homes and delivering other random acts 
of kindness around the community.

That might also explain why I ended up taking a school-based traineeship in oncology at the local Armidale Hospital. 
Even when I was in between jobs and doing some admin work at BackTrack, they let me run the ‘Dogs in Schools’ 
program because they could see how important that attachment to the local community always was for me. 
 
BackTrack will always be a part of me. Even today, I still have cousins and family who are involved. It has also given 
me some amazing memories, like going to Melbourne, the Sunshine Coast and even to London! One lasting memory is 
definitely the trip to the Governor General’s house in Sydney. Aside from just the grandeur of their place and the gardens, 
I remember being at the launch of the Backtrack Boys Documentary and trying to find the toilets with the Governor 
General’s wife…now that’s something!
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Rosemary Mort, BackTrack Board Director

As a journalist, my job is about telling stories, and with 
BackTrack that has been easy. It has always inspired me 
what the young people of BackTrack can achieve, when 
given half the chance.

Bernie gave them that chance. From the very beginning, it has been a 
simple, humane and practical story to tell and it didn’t take long for the 
local community to get on board with donations and peripheral funding.  
 
The success of the dog jumps, the voluntary work BackTrack did in the 
community, the good manners and cheeky good humour of the kids; 
these things impressed most of the people who came into contact with 
BackTrack and they were stories I loved to share over and over again.

A favourite memory is the the ‘Jump for Julia’ trip we made in convoy from Armidale to Canberra to thank the then 
Prime Minister, Julia Gillard, for her government’s generous BackTrack support grant. There were dogs, kids, staff 
and a whole raft of moving parts - from the formalities of getting into Parliament House, through to various speeches 
from politicians. At the end of the day, the boys voluntarily formed a guard of honour for Julia as she left the room. 
I still get a lump in my throat and tears come to my eyes when I think of it. 
 
Looking forward, I would love to see BackTrack extend its success even more widely. As it does, it can help as many 
kids as possible, while staying as simple and fresh as ever. I will always belong to the BackTrack mob: heart and soul.

12 years ago you picked a bloke outta Armidale High School who was 
struggling with addiction, no sense of belonging and a complete lack 
of respect for all authority! I’ve now got 4 kids, just bought a general 
store and am building a cafe as well.

BackTrack taught me responsibility, skills and acceptance of others 
no matter what their background. Bernie’s attitude made me believe 
enough to never give up!

- Sam, Former BackTrack Participant
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The BackTrack Way
After doing this work for fifteen years, BackTrack has learnt a lot about how to engage vulnerable young people 
and help them get their lives back on track. The BackTrack Way is the culmination of all those learnings. It is 
our tried and tested methodology which informs how we support young people and what we offer.

The BackTrack Way Philosophy

At its core, the BackTrack Way is about doing whatever it takes for as long as it takes, to keep kids alive, out of jail 
and chasing their hopes and dreams.

It starts with the right foundations:

BackTrack grounds its work in the Circle of Courage*; 
a youth development model that draws on contemporary 
positive psychology and resilience research, alongside 
First Nations cultural knowledge and practices.

It identifies belonging, mastery, independence and 
generosity as the universal guiding values of a happy, 
healthy life. That’s why everything we offer comes back 
to helping young people work toward these foundations.

* BackTrack gratefully acknowledges Dr Martin Brokenleg for this model and its visualisation as a Native American medicine wheel. 
While there are several pictorial depictions of the Circle of Courage in circulation, we attribute this version as follows: Brendtro, L., 
Brokenleg, M., & Van Bockern, S. (2019). Reclaiming Youth at Risk: Futures of Promise (Art by George Blue Bird). Bloomington, IN: 
Solution Tree.

It’s holistic: 

BackTrack believes that you can’t help a young person 
if you don’t understand everything that is going on for 
them. That’s why we start by building strong, supportive 
relationships with every young person; relationships that 
are grounded in empathy and a commitment to ‘find the 
gold’ in them. 

It’s flexible and long-term:

BackTrack knows that everyone’s needs are different, 
that growth happens inch by inch and there is no one-
size-fits-all timeframe. That’s why we hang in for the long 
haul, providing the support young people need at each 
stage of their journey.

The BackTrack Way In Practice

The BackTrack Way guides young people through a pathway of educational, training, employment and diversionary 
activities, alongside wrap-around youth work support. These activities are designed to progressively build on each other, 
so that a young person can develop the skills and confidence they need to: 

• re-engage with learning
• find work 

Importantly, the activities on offer are always tailored to the young people who participate and the available resources.

• live independently
• participate in their community

I remember seeing the BackTrack dog jump ute pulled up in a petrol 
station carpark and the whole team huddled together doing ‘circle work’. 
Something had obviously gone wrong, but if it’s one person’s problem,
it’s everyone’s; that’s the BackTrack Way.

- Nigel Barlow
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BackTrack Core Program
Our goal is to help every young person experience belonging, mastery, independence and generosity.

The BackTrack Core Program achieves this through a combination of: 

• practical, skill-based learning  
• working (and playing!) with our loyal team of dogs 
• hands-on trade training across agriculture, horticulture, fabrication, construction and mechanics  
• diversionary activities where young people can connect with their community and forge friendships  

At BackTrack, we know that a young person can’t participate in education and training if their wellbeing needs aren’t 
fully addressed. That’s why our team work closely together to make sure everyone can access the support they need. 
By taking a holistic view of a young person’s needs and barriers, and tailoring our support accordingly, they can stay 
engaged and benefit from the learning, training and diversionary activities that are available through the Core Program. 
 
Whether it’s starting every day with our signature ‘circle work’ to gauge wellbeing, working on a project in the shed, 
chilling out with the dogs, or exploring other communities on a weekend away, the Core Program offers young people 
the practical support and personal development they need to pursue their goals.

40 young people 
participated in 

the Core Program 
throughout the 

year, with up to 25 
attending each day



14

At BackTrack, we think about learning differently. With the help of our classroom teacher, our youth workers and of course, 
our dogs, every activity we offer is practical, supported and applicable to the real world. The young people who come to 
BackTrack have typically had a tough time in mainstream education settings and as a result, they often discount their own 
ability to learn. BackTrack builds up their confidence and engagement through: 

• a diverse range of activities (from reading and writing right through to creative and visual arts, music and sport) 
• a flexible setting for learning (which includes the workshop, paddock and welding shed) 
• classroom agreements, rather than rules (the most importance of which is ‘having a go!’) 

Over the past twelve months, a key priority has been embedding literacy and numeracy throughout all components of the 
Core Program. We have worked hard to establish baseline data on all young people, which has enabled us to target those 
who require extra support. Additionally, staff have a mindset of ‘shared responsibility’ when it comes to integrating literacy 
and numeracy into all activities. This learning isn’t confined to the classroom; there are opportunities to apply these skills 
through trade training and in the diversionary and household activities that take place at Warrah; our residential home. 
 
Another notable success has been participating in a pilot program with the Department of Education, which enables a 
young person to work towards a ROSA (Year 10 Certificate), while progressing through BackTrack. Through this process, 
we have been able to map the skills and capabilities we focus on at BackTrack to the mainstream educational curriculum. 
As a result, we can continue to offer diverse activities that are adapted to the complex needs of young people, while 
facilitating an alternative education pathway that is aligned to, and accredited by, the Department of Education.

Learning Differently

>7500 hours of work 
experience was 

undertaken this year, 
with 4 young people 

transitioning into 
employment and 

traineeships

It has always been so encouraging to see the great experience kids were 
having at BackTrack. I feel proud to have played my part in building a 
new and innovative connection between the education system and a 
unique local service provider.

- Carolyn Lasker
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Alongside education, training and practical skill development, 
BackTrack gives young people the opportunity to participate 
in a range of diversionary activities. These activities play an 
important function in:  

• facilitating social connection 
• encouraging healthy self-expression and self-confidence 
• letting off steam in a safe, supported environment 
• giving young people a chance to positively engage with - 

and give back to - their community 

A highlight of the year was the inaugural BackTrack Ebor 
Cattle Dog Trial Titles in April 2021. As young people work 
with and train our dogs, we see huge shifts in their self-
confidence, resilience and willingness to try new things - 
especially getting out in front of a group to do a dog jumping 
demonstration! 
 
COVID restrictions meant that local, regional and interstate 
competitions have been few and far between for a while, so 
everyone relished the opportunity to extend their skills in the 
Novice and Junior sections of the event. We were joined by 
some of the most skilled dog trial competitors across the NSW 
and QLD circuit, who seriously impressed in the Open section. 

Mastering Skills
One of the most important things we do through the BackTrack Core Program is help young people develop the technical 
and soft skills they need to: 

• confidently participate in and contribute to their community 
• live independently and make safe, healthy choices 
• find and keep a job

For the young people BackTrack supports, new skills are mastered through practical application. Under the instruction 
of our qualified trainers, they roll up their sleeves on a range of hands-on, purposeful projects and try out genuine trade 
equipment and facilities. BackTrack replicates a real-world work environment where young people can test their technical 
abilities, take on responsibility and learn how to communicate, problem-solve and work as a team.

A key priority of the past twelve months has been continuing 
to diversify our training activities to cover a broader range 
of vocational trades. BackTrack has continued to deliver its 
signature agriculture and metalwork training, but has also 
expanded to offer: 

• animal care (including dog training, livestock handling  
and mustering, and animal husbandry) 

• natural resource management (conserving the bountiful 
habitat of the nearby Dumaresq Dam Reserve) 

• horticulture (with a focus on cultivating, farming and 
selling their own garlic crop)  

• construction (contributing to the build of four tiny homes 
on our residential site) 

As young people progress through our accredited and non-
accredited training activities, BackTrack measures their skill 
development to determine when they are ready to transition 
into a traineeship or employment within our social enterprise 
(BackTrack Works) or beyond our gates. This helps us identify 
when a young person may require extra support in order 
to master particular technical or soft skills, and creates a 
structured, supported pathway into employment. 

Taking The Pressure Off
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Nearly 2000kms travelled and 4 nights away from home, our young people 
absolutely shone during three demonstrations at the Bourke Show. You 
could literally see their shoulders straighten, their eyes come up to meet 
the gaze of the person talking with them and their whole demeanour shift. 
It was beautiful to watch. You know you’re onto a good thing when you 
leave for an excursion with a troopy of apprehensive young people and 
return with them beaming with pride, confidence and stories to share. 

- Annyka Overton, Youth Worker 

Another stand out activity of the past twelve months was BackTrack’s multi-day camping trip to Bourke, NSW.  
Sixteen young people with youth workers had the opportunity to: 

• visit the Research station of the Lightning Ridge Shire 
• take a Lightning Ridge mining tour (learning about the local opal mining industry) 
• explore Aboriginal archaeology around the area to better appreciate Australia’s Indigenous history 
• participate in the Bourke Show

Many of the young people who come to BackTrack haven’t had opportunities to positively connect with their communities. 
That’s why we make it a priority to involve them in the various events that BackTrack runs or is invited to. Highlights from 
the past twelve months included suiting up and flexing their social skills at the latest Rotary Youth Leadership Awards, 
Backtrack Boys documentary screenings, media engagements, and a fundraising dinner in Sydney, where they rubbed 
shoulders with some Australian sporting legends.
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Warrah
‘Warrah’; our residential home for BackTrack young people, was 
established in 2015.

Being able to access a stable home environment is one of the six areas of 
impact we prioritise at BackTrack. With their physiological and psychological 
needs being met through a safe and stable home, young people can: 

• take care of their physical and mental health and build healthy habits 
• learn life skills that help them cultivate independence and self-confidence 
• positively connect with peers, adults, and the wider community 
• fully engage in BackTrack’s educational, training, employment and 

diversionary activities 

Welcoming Warrah’s House Parents
When you walk into Warrah, you immediately notice the warm, family-style atmosphere. Over the past twelve months, 
we have taken this support to new heights through trialing a ‘house parent’ model and bringing Donna and Todd on 
board; a fantastic husband-and-wife team. They live at and manage the property full-time, and provide flexible wellbeing 
support, mentoring and supervision to the young people living at Warrah. 

Donna and Todd have stepped up to the challenge with an incredible amount of love, compassion and perseverance. 
Warrah has flourished under their care and everyone has benefitted enormously from the consistent, intensive support 
and positive role-modelling.  

Warrah is like a home to me. It’s a quiet, peaceful place - not just outside 
but inside as well. There’s no fighting. Donna (Warrah’s house parent) 
has us all in line. We never really make a mess and we all pitch in.”

- Georgie, BackTrack young person and Warrah resident

Building For The Future
Over the past four years, we have transformed Warrah into a 
functional, beautiful hub that can effectively meet the needs of all 
young people residing there. Having previously completed significant 
structural renovations, these twelve months were all about the finishing 
touches! This included the installation of a basketball court, outdoor 
kitchen, produce garden and fire pit. As young people play on the court 
or crowd around the fire for hours, it feels more like a home than ever.
 
BackTrack has also finished construction on four ‘tiny homes’ on the 
Warrah site. As part of the construction process, twenty young people 
were able to participate in over 2000 hours of on-the-job training and 
receive instruction from BackTrack’s resident carpenter and youth 
worker. This was such a practical, purposeful project for them to take 
part in and the benefits for our Warrah residents will be profound. 

Preparing Young People For 
Independent Living

Each element of our residential program is designed to help young 
people develop the skills they need to confidently transition into 
semi- and independent living. Now that BackTrack has the four tiny 
homes available, these dwellings offer young people a transitional 
accommodation option that enables them to build tenancy history, 
while still accessing flexible, wrap-around support as needed. 
 
There has been plenty of interest from young people, so our Wellbeing 
Team and Warrah house parents have been supporting them to 
work their way through a life skills pathway and identify any areas 
they can improve upon before making a transition into this style of 
accommodation.
 

24 young people 
supported through 
988 nights of long-

term accommodation 
and 138 nights 
of emergency 

accommodation 
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Young People In The Spotlight

I’ve had the opportunity to do lots of different things at 
BackTrack. It’s been great to have a home at Warrah, 
especially with some of the extensions and upgrades 
we’ve helped build at the place. I’m probably at my 
happiest when I’m out on one of the trail bikes, racing 
around Warrah with mates.

The fencing work has been hard, but fun too…I like 
the fact that we get to hang out at night together, 
chatting and stuff around the campfire. I’m just 
focusing now on getting more skills and training 
so that I can start to get more paid work.

BackTrack helps to build up both your life skills and 
work skills so that you can get employment and 
use those skills you’ve been taught. Right now, I’m 
enjoying the bushfire recovery work I’m doing with 
BackTrack Works - seeing the farmer’s face after you 
put a fence up for them in two days is reward enough 
for me. But it’s good to know that I have enough skills 
now to venture out in whatever direction I choose.

I’ve now completed my school-based traineeship 
and Cert III in Rural Operations, chainsaw and forklift 
tickets and a general construction induction (white) 
card and BackTrack even just supported me to be 
named as the NSW State Training Services Trainee 
of the Year. All these things will help when it comes 
to making choices about my future.

Jack

Brendan
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BackTrack has been an important part of my life for 12 
years now. I’ve always felt a strong sense of belonging 
to the place, ever since I first walked through the shed 
doors in 2009. My time there gave me enough skills and 
independence to chase down a job opportunity at the local 
Phoenix Foundry in Uralla. After enjoying working there 
for 6 years and learning heaps, a change in management 
and culture left me looking for a new opportunity. I gave 
Bernie a call and he saw an opportunity to bring me back 
as a Leading Hand for BackTrack Works.

It’s been great to be back here as an older person 
because the young people identify with me and my story 
and I’ve found that makes them listen to me so I can be a 
strong mentor and role model. BackTrack has taught me 
that you work for what you want. I teach the young kids to 
take pride in the simple stuff: turning up on time, working 
through until the job’s done and showing up every day, not 
just when the mood suits you.

I like being in the shed and love welding and mechanics. 
I’m making a table at the moment! I’m still in Year 10 but 
life’s been pretty tough for a while now and I’ve spent a 
lot of time couch surfing or staying at my grandparents’ 
place. BackTrack has always felt like a second family 
to me though and I’ve also really enjoyed being able to 
give back to the local community as that helps me to feel 
part of it. Most of all, BackTrack is giving me a better 
understanding of life.

Ayesha

Stephanous

Young People In The Spotlight
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BackTrack Works

In 2020-21,
BackTrack Works 
generated 63% of 

its revenue through 
trade

33 young people 
were employed 

throughout the year, 
with 33% engaged in 

traineeships

BackTrack Works delivers commercial services and community projects across agriculture, construction, 
fabrication and asset maintenance to customers in the New England region and beyond.

Our social enterprise model means that we are able to provide accredited training, traineeships and employment 
opportunities to those BackTrack young people who are ready to transition into the workforce. BackTrack Works offers 
a real-world work environment where they can build their technical skills and on-the-job experience, while still accessing 
responsive, wraparound support.  
 
The past twelve months have been big for the enterprise! We have experienced significant growth across all commercial 
services, employed more young people than ever before, won ‘Outstanding Work with Regional Young People’ in the 
2020 Youth Action Awards and been named ‘Medium Employer of the Year’ in the 2021 NSW Training Awards.

Accredited training is a huge part of the BackTrack Works model. 
By offering industry-standard training that aligns with the demand of 
our customers and of employers across regional growth sectors, we 
are able to acquire more commercial contracts. In turn, this allows 
us to sustainably employ more young people and ensure they enter 
the local job market with the skills they need to thrive.  

To date, BackTrack Works has employed 51 young people, with 20 
signing on as trainees (40% of the cohort) and 7 completing their 
full qualification (35% of those who have commenced). We are very 
proud of our young workers for their sustained engagement and 
commitment to such a significant, long-term goal!

During the course of this year, BackTrack Works offered young 
people a wide range of accredited training opportunities, including 
multiple block sessions on white cards, traffic control, side by sides, 
forklift, excavator, chainsaws and skid steer.

Tailoring Training Pathways

Leading By Example
Positive role modelling is a vital part of what we do through BackTrack Works. As young people enter the enterprise, they 
look to their peers to see what it means to show up, pitch in and get the job done. Simultaneously, the older members of 
the crew get to shoulder real leadership responsibilities. As we continue to grow, BackTrack Works has been exploring 
opportunities for some of our longer-term employees to take charge and move into leadership positions within the 
enterprise. This has included attending industry events, representing BackTrack through media engagements, assuming 
responsibility when camping out onsite and individualised coaching. 
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BackTrack Works is helping these young fellas to believe in themselves 
and to change their outcomes.  I remember a time in Tenterfield, where 
Bernie and the boys went to help with some flood work and they 
received a standing ovation in the Tenterfield Town Hall for their efforts.

- Kevin Dupe

Building Community Resilience

As well as delivering commercial contracts, BackTrack 
Works identifies high-priority community projects which can 
offer young people a practical training opportunity that also 
has a wider social and economic return. A prime example 
has been our bushfire recovery response, which began in 
January 2020 and still continues to this day. 
 
In partnership with Government Departments and 
Agencies and funding received from our philanthropic 
supporter network, we have helped 81 landowners through 
responsive fencing repair and installation. BackTrack Works 
continues to develop a strong reputation for this work, with 
steady, continuing demand from New England communities. 
We even pitched in with flood recovery efforts on the Mid-
North Coast in April this year, helping the Port Macquarie 
community to get back on their feet after the crisis. 
 
As the BackTrack Works crew roll up their sleeves on these 
projects, they are able to meet the landowners who are 
doing it tough, and see the difference their work will make 
first-hand. Showing this kind of generosity to others and 
being celebrated for it gives our young people a strong 
sense of purpose and belonging. These experiences show 
them what being part of a community really looks like!

29 young people 
employed and gaining 

5700+ hours of on-
the-job training 
through bushfire 

recovery

180+km of fencing 
repaired and installed 

for 81 property 
owners across New 
England and the Mid 

North-Coast

Skilling-Up Communities for the Future
After more than eighteen months of doing this work, we are in an excellent position to share our extensive learnings and 
experience in disaster recovery. With the support of government and philanthropic partners, BackTrack Works is now 
exploring opportunities to help other communities to:

• engage young people in practical training that is transferrable to disaster recovery  
• coordinate and supervise fencing repair and installation works across their region 
• build the capacity to respond - and recover - quickly when disasters inevitably strike
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Measuring Our Impact
Along with clarifying the BackTrack Way, we have been re-developing our Impact Measurement Framework. 
  
This Framework identifies the areas of personal development that are most significant and relevant for vulnerable young 
people, and that BackTrack is uniquely equipped to deliver. It keeps us tracking towards our goals, with our eyes firmly set 
on the future. As we say, your focus should be 10% where you’ve come from, 10% where you are now and 80% out in front. 

By achieving these six areas of impact, BackTrack is helping young people to experience belonging, mastery, 
independence and generosity, and keeping them alive, out of jail and chasing their hopes and dreams. The Framework 
keeps our mission and methodology at the forefront of everyday operations, while also informing the holistic, flexible and 
long-term support we provide to each individual young person.

As BackTrack’s national profile continues to grow, the Impact Measurement Framework will help us to build a compelling 
evidence base for the BackTrack Way and communicate it to government, philanthropic and corporate partners, and other 
communities across Australia.

1. Reduced Offending 2. Stable Home Environment 3. Learning Work & Life Skills

4. Physical and Mental Wellbeing 
& Resilience

5. Connection To Peers, Culture
& Community

6. Chasing Hopes & Dreams 
(Inc Training & Employment)

BackTrack’s Impact Measurement Framework
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Scaling Our Impact
As BackTrack receives increasing interest from communities who want to replicate what we do in Armidale, we 
are building our resources in order to sustainably and effectively scale our impact. 
 
Over the past twelve months, we have focused on: 

• breaking down the what, how and why of BackTrack, in order to develop the BackTrack Way methodology 
• building robust, accessible training, frameworks and resources to ensure that the philosophy and key principles  

that underpin the methodology can be easily shared 
• refining how we mentor and partner with other communities across the country 

Establishing The Tracker Network
Each year, BackTrack receives countless enquiries from 
Not-For-Profit organisations, social enterprises and 
community leaders who want to create better outcomes 
for young people in their region. 
 
In 2015, we created ‘BackTrack Everywhere’ to meet this 
demand. Since then and particularly over the past year, 
we have developed this initiative into what is now known 
as the Tracker Network. 
 
Established by BackTrack, the Tracker Network is a 
collective of like-minded organisations who deliver 
holistic, flexible and long-term support for young people 
in their communities. Through the Network, we offer the 
tools they need to sustainably and successfully design, 
deliver and evaluate youth-focused programs, including 
peer-led mentoring, group coaching, referral pathways 
and a suite of training resources. 

Importantly, BackTrack recognises that each community 
faces unique challenges when it comes to youth 
engagement that require equally unique, community-led 
solutions. That’s why the Tracker Network is focused on 
giving organisations tools to ‘do it for themselves’, rather 
than prescribing a one-size-fits-all approach. 
 
To date, we have six organisations (‘Trackers’) in the 
Tracker Network across NSW. These are:  

• LeaderLife, Dubbo 
• Down The Track, Lake Cargelligo 
• Making Tracks, Broken Hill 
• RuffTRACK, Hawkesbury 
• FlatTrack, Moree 
• ShoreTrack, Macksville  

If Bernie was out to create an empire, it would die with him. He’s not, 
he’s building a legacy, by developing, understanding and documenting 
what works, then empowering others to deliver it. 

- Nigel Barlow
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6 organisations are 
currently engaged in 
the Tracker Network 
alongside BackTrack 

with 80+ other 
communities lining up 

to get involved

Building The ‘Tracker’ Pipeline
Importantly, not every community or organisation who expresses interest in BackTrack and its methodology will be ready 
to join the Tracker Network - yet! Over the past twelve months, we have come up with simple, effective strategies to filter the 
new enquiries we receive, with consideration to: 
 
• their available resources (what kind of activities they can offer, who can deliver them and whether they have the 

necessary ‘back-of-house’ support to make it happen)  
• their community context (including the specific needs of the vulnerable young people they want to support, whether 

their initiative fills a gap, the relevant stakeholders, and whether the local ‘movers and shakers’ are on board)
• their alignment to the BackTrack Way (whether they are committed to the principles that define our methodology) 

Sometimes, they require more intensive organisational development or funding support before they can launch their 
program. In these cases, BackTrack provides referrals and guidance, supporting them through a pipeline that prepares them 
to join the Tracker Network, when they are best positioned to fully participate, contribute and access all the benefits on offer.

Every community needs a BackTrack: the kids that need help most 
typically stay in their local area for their lives, so it is even more important 
to value them in that context and invest in their future.  
 
How BackTrack scales its capability and capacity to help more kids around 
Australia is an exciting challenge ‘out in front’ for them and I’m delighted 
they are looking to take this step through the Tracker Network.

- Carolyn Lasker

The Importance Of Peer Support
While the ‘Trackers’ have access to BackTrack’s expertise, there is real value in the camaraderie and peer support that is 
cultivated between them. By harnessing the collective energy, knowledge and resources of each organisation, the Tracker 
Network enables everyone (including BackTrack) to learn from what has worked in other communities and fast-track their 
success as a result. 
 
This year, we took this to the next level by coordinating monthly Tracker Network meetups (alternating between online and 
in-person). Each meet-up has had a distinct focus (including funding, youth work, impact measurement and leadership 
support), while also providing plenty of opportunities to share advice, trouble-shoot common challenges and swap strategies 
around everything from donor recognition to stress management and burn-out. 
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“I love looking after the dogs...Billy is probably my favourite 
because he’s the first dog I worked with at BackTrack.”

- Tremaine, BackTrack young person
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Board Of Directors
Greg Paramor AO

An active and supportive Board Chair, Greg brings great experience from his many 
other directorates as Board Chair for Leftfield Investments, Inclusive Housing 
Australia and TierONE Capital; as a Board member for the Sydney Swans and 
Sydney Swans Foundation; and as a Non-Executive Director for Charter Hall 
Group and Eureka Group Holdings. Greg’s career spans over 45 years in the real 
estate and funds management industry and includes spells as President of both the 
Property Council of Australia and the Investment Funds Association.

Bernie Shakeshaft
With 25+ years of youth work experience under his belt, Bernie believes that young 
people are the most accurate barometer of how we are faring as a nation. In the 
early days of his career, Bernie saw kids dropping out of school, getting into trouble 
and falling through the cracks of a system that couldn’t meet their complex needs. 
BackTrack was his solution. In 2006, Bernie founded the organisation with just a 
shed, a passionate crew of volunteers and a desire to make a real difference. Since 
then, BackTrack has gained national recognition for its holistic, flexible and long-
term model. 

Philip Jarvis
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. Running beef and sheep-grazing properties 
in New England, Philip is also the Managing Director of Direct Agriculture and a 
specialist agricultural investment advisor, facilitating investments in farmland and 
agribusiness for financial institutions and family offices. Part of Philip’s motivation for 
supporting BackTrack is a desire to give back to regional Australia.

Vicki Mullen
Vicki Mullen 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.
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Rosemary Mort
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, Rosemary was a senior reporter at The 
Armidale Express. With a passion for building strong community connections and 
a vibrant local econony, she ran a delicatessen for two years and has operated her 
own independent media business in Armidale since 1998. 

Janine Wood
Following 40 years of executive commercial experience in the global media and 
advertising sector, at both a trade and consumer level, Janine closed out her career 
acting as lead for Community Engagement at the Sydney Invictus Games (2018). 
Janine values and supports Not-For-Profits, having held board positions including 
Young Achievement Australia, Trans-Tasman Netball League (ANZ Championship), 
and UnLtd (Undoing Youth Disadvantage For Good). Born in regional Australia, she 
is passionate about BackTrack’s expansion throughout rural NSW and beyond.

Penny Kaleta
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, a Harvard Business School graduate in 
High Potential Leadership and a graduate of the Australian Institute of Board 
Directors course.  

Rob Blain
Rob has more than 40 years of real estate experience, including property and asset 
management, strategic development, cross border activity and capital markets in 
Australia and across Asia. Based in Hong Kong for 20 years, Rob transitioned to 
the role of Executive Chair, CBRE Asia-Pacific and continued as a member of the 
Global Operating Committee, before retiring from his executive career in 2019 and 
returning to Australia. Rob is a Fellow of the Australian Property Institute and Fellow 
of the Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors. 
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Financials
The following financial statement covers BackTrack Youth Works and the social enterprise entity 
BackTrack Works. This data also reveals BackTrack’s key priorities for the 2020-21 financial year, 
as outlined below. 

Diversification of funding sources
Alongside philanthropic organisations, corporates, government and other donors all continue to play a vital role in 
funding the holistic, flexible and long-term support we deliver to every young person who walks through our gates. 
This year, BackTrack secured 83% of its consolidated revenue through donations and philanthropic grants.  
 
BackTrack Works had an increase in self-generated Goods & Services revenue, with a special focus on bushfire and 
flood recovery work in the New England and Northern Rivers regions. Since BackTrack Works began in July 2018, we 
have made a profit of nearly $200,000, enabling us to further invest in trainees and employees within the enterprise.

Securing an operating surplus and retaining earnings 
As BackTrack continues to grow, including through the Tracker Network, we continue to strive towards the goal of 
retaining 12 months earnings in order to cover our cost base. This is especially important given the ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic and its far-reaching economic implications. This year, we have again been successful in this regard. Within 
the year, we also finalised the purchase of Warrah; our residential property in Armidale, NSW. This enabled us to build 
four tiny homes on the site which will be used as a semi-independent accommodation option moving forward.

BackTrack Youth Works Revenue BackTrack Works Revenue

Consolidated Revenue
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Statement of Profit or Loss and Other Comprehensive Income
For the Year Ended 30 June 2021

BackTrack Youth Works Ltd
ABN: 66 612 831 919

Statement of Financial Position 
As At 30 June 2021
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With thanks to the team at Daniels Printing Craftsmen for again printing this year’s Annual Report pro bono. 

BackTrack Works Ltd
ABN: 52 626 763 068

Statement of Profit or Loss and Other Comprehensive Income
For the Year Ended 30 June 2021

Statement of Financial Position 
As At 30 June 2021
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I like being with the youth workers at BackTrack, they make 
everything enjoyable. Everyone treats me like a good person.

I don’t step out of anything anymore and I never say ‘Stuff that, 
I’m not doing it’. Now I just get into it and give it a go. 

- Bimmy, BackTrack young person
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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

https://www.facebook.com/BackTrackYouth/
https://www.instagram.com/backtrackyouthworks/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/backtrack-youthworks/?originalSubdomain=au

