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Please note the following corrections:
page 13 - It is a rare event replaced by It should be a rare event
page 23 - bi-annual replaced by biennial
Previous version was incorrect.
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Chief Minister
and Minister for
Children’s foreword
Every Northern Territory child deserves and must have
the best possible start to life.

That is why this Government puts such a strong focus on
placing children at the heart of our decision making.

And ensuring a good start in life makes it much more
likely kids will become happy and productive members
of this great Territory community. All 4000 babies born
here each year deserve to enter their pre-school years
happy, healthy, and loved.

To make the changes we must make we needed a bold,
long term plan.

Territory kids need to be ready for school, day one, term
one, year one. All the evidence shows if we give kids the
best possible first 1000 days, they have the best shot at
growing into happy and healthy adults.
We know the best possible start is a right, but sadly too
many Territory children miss out.
And the implications go far beyond the individual; it’s
more than a child having the chance to follow their
dreams and realise their potential; it’s also about longterm community prosperity - reducing the burden on our
already stressed justice, health and welfare systems.

Starting Early for a Better Future is our plan that will
shape our decision making about kids over the next
10 years. Effective long term plans must lead to
fundamental change. We cannot simply keep repeating
what Governments have been doing. Our plan for
change Starting Early for a Better Future, will underpin the
Northern Territory’s allocation of resources, skill, money
and effort, right now and for the future.
Giving our children the best possible start in life must
always remain at the heart of our efforts.
Our kids deserve nothing less.

This 10 year plan is about breaking intergenerational
cycles of disadvantage.
It’s about making our communities – from our major
centres to the remote regions – stronger, safer and
more engaged.
If we succeed in giving every Northern Territory baby
the best possible start to life – the best possible
healthcare, education and nurture – we will succeed in
transforming the fortunes of this place we love, for the
people we love.
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Chief Minister Michael Gunner and
Deputy Chief Minister and Minister for Children
Nicole Manison

Co-Chairs’
foreword
As Co-Chairs of the Expert Reference Panel that was
tasked to develop an Early Childhood Development
Plan, we were determined it would be the best possible
plan for all children right across the Territory. We
believe we have achieved this.
We knew we had to be ambitious and we pushed hard
to think beyond current arrangements. We knew the
task was vital and important. We asked what we really
wanted for our children, today and for the future.
We also knew timing is critical because childhood
doesn’t last long, but its impact can last for a lifetime.
We are faced with the fact that the Northern Territory
has the country’s highest proportion of developmentally
vulnerable children of school age.
Children have a fundamental right to be healthy and
happy. They must be inspired to learn and be challenged.
Our kids need a sense of who they are and of the
values held by their families and their community. The
necessary support and mechanisms to make this happen
The completed plan, Starting Early for a Better Future,
aims to address this challenge and seeks to support
families and parents earlier and better. We simply must
provide the best possible first learning environments.
The plan has an early years focus because this is where
the evidence says we can make the biggest difference.
And we know that difference can last into adolescence
and adulthood.

The Expert Reference Panel delivered its plan for
consultation with the community. The Government
has finalised this consultative process and the Plan
now reflects the panel’s original thinking along with
the added implementation efforts put forward by the
NT Government.
Continuing to build partnerships is vital. The plan
also focuses on the shared responsibility between
Governments, non government organisations
and communities. During the plan’s development
we collaborated with experts, the community
and Government. We thank all involved for their
contributions and efforts.
Overcoming the disadvantage suffered by so many
children and promoting the efforts of those who are
successful – the tasks and requirements of a plan like
this are many and complex – but at its heart it holds our
children as most precious.

Co-Chairs’ Donna Ah Chee and Olga Havnen
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Introduction
The Northern Territory is a great place to raise children.
We have good, accessible health services
and many high quality early learning and child
care facilities.
Cultural diversity and well networked local communities
are among the Northern Territory’s distinguishing
features. The deep, vibrant, cultural and linguistic
traditions of Aboriginal people strengthen and connect
communities, families and children throughout life.
However, too many families are raising children
in challenging circumstances due to financial and
social stresses. Too many Northern Territory children
are exposed to domestic and family violence. Too
many children are removed from their families and
communities. Too many children start school facing
developmental challenges and are at risk of these
challenges becoming entrenched and more difficult
to manage as they grow up.
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Urgent action is needed to turn this around to ensure
all children grow up loved and nurtured as well as being
provided with the essentials for a healthy and safe life.
Currently the Northern Territory Government delivers
and funds a range of services and programs, which
support children and families. The development,
implementation and funding of services has largely
been uneven and uncoordinated, leading to service
duplication or gaps in service delivery with many
children and families missing out on the services
they need.
In order to strengthen families, build resilient
communities, and improve the health, wellbeing and
education outcomes of children and young people, we
need to do things differently.
Creating a high performing sector, of integrated services
and evidence-based programs, is the key to addressing
these issues.

Putting children
at the heart
Caring for, nurturing and protecting the youngest
members of our community is the hallmark of a fair
and decent society. Investing in our children and their
families to support their healthy development is a
feature of a smart society.
Children should be at the centre of our lives and
our communities.
The Northern Territory Government will, through
Starting Early for a Better Future, improve the outcomes
for all Northern Territory children, and eliminate the
gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal children.
Resources will be allocated to support specific services
or programs in sites, and develop the integration of
services to support better early childhood outcomes.
However, the Northern Territory Government does
not have all the answers and cannot achieve the best
outcomes alone. Partnering with parents, families
and communities is fundamental to supporting
children to grow well and learn in their home
environments, language and culture. Partnering with the
Commonwealth Government and Local Government will
allow better funding and local resourcing in the areas of
greatest need.

Local community engagement must be supported by
ready access to required services, information and
expert advice. Creation of a high-performing integrated
services sector supporting early childhood development
is the key to achieving our aspirations. This sector
must include all providers including government
agencies (Northern Territory, Commonwealth and
Local), Aboriginal-controlled organisations, other nongovernment organisations, and private providers.
Partnerships with Aboriginal-controlled
organisations will be a prerequisite for success in
remote Aboriginal communities.
Starting Early for a Better Future demonstrates the shared
commitment which will shift our approach beyond the
traditional service silos. Earlier and more proactive
engagement with young families will lead to better
outcomes, particularly for those children and families
experiencing vulnerability.
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Our Vision
All children are ready to start
school from day 1, term 1, in year 1.

OUR AIMS
We want Northern Territory children
to be healthy, and raised in loving
families, in homes that offer a sense
of safety and comfort.

Strong Families

We want our children to be born
healthy, grow well, learn and reach
out into the world.

Getting it Right for Life

We want children to start school
with confidence.
We want inquisitive and engaged
children who thrive through their
sense of belonging.
From a developmental perspective,
children’s health, care, play and
learning experiences will influence
their future health, wellbeing,
education and employment
prospects and their ability to
enjoy a fulfilling life.
From an economic perspective,
there is substantial evidence to
show investing in early childhood is
a vital driver of economic growth,
productivity and social progress.
Starting Early for a Better Future
outlines the Northern Territory
Government’s strategic direction to
build our early childhood development
services into a more comprehensive,
high quality, integrated sector.
It will shape decision making and
deliver programs to improve outcomes
for children from conception to five
years of age through actions in four
key themes.
Ready to Learn
To ensure Northern Territory children
are born ready to learn, and continue
to learn in nurturing and stimulating
relationships, and successfully
transition to school

To ensure Northern Territory children
are safe, cared for and living in a
healthy environment
To ensure Northern Territory
children are born healthy, remain
healthy and thrive
Quality Early Childhood
Development System
To put the Northern Territory at
the forefront of Australia in
integrated and community-driven
early childhood development.

OUR PRINCIPLES
• Placing children’s views, needs,
rights and best interests at the
heart of all our work
• Committing to early action in order
to increase future benefits to
individuals and society
• Ensuring Aboriginal identity, values
and culture are embedded in early
childhood development services
• Valuing the diversity of Northern
Territory families’ backgrounds,
culture and make-up
• Resourcing and delivering
services at a scale and intensity
proportionate to need
• Using an integrated approach to
universal services and program
delivery, with targeted intervention
for those who need it
• Giving all children the best start in
life is everyone’s responsibility.
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New
Northern
Territory
Government
Investment
The Northern Territory Government is investing new
funding of $35.6 million over the first four years of the
plan to establish and expand programs and place based
initiatives targeted at substantially improving the lives of
Territorian children as outlined in the Starting Early for a
Better Future.
This includes the establishment and expansion of more
integrated service centres for children and families, which
are equipped to understand and respond to local community
needs and challenges. These will be community led, and will
deliver universal and targeted services, with an emphasis on
supporting families experiencing vulnerability.
These investments are priority actions which draw on the
four themes of ready to learn; strong families; getting it right
for life; and a quality early childhood development system.
They require us to work collaboratively across government
and in close partnership with communities and families.
Programs include:
• Early Childhood Learning ($5.25M) – an additional
seven new Abecedarian early learning sites in 2018-19,
expanding to 14 in 2019-20
• Hearing Health ($4.8M) – to integrate additional Hearing
Health Partnerships at four Families as First Teachers
(FaFT) sites and establish a joint venture to access
philanthropic funds to help reduce chronic ear disease
• Healthy Under 5 Kids ($7.7M) – universal child and
family health program for all families with children 0-5
years of age
• Child and Family Centres ($17.37M) – expanding early
childhood services in seventeen Child and Family Centres
and provide tailored services to meet the needs of local
children and families
In addition, a Ministerial Advisory Council will be established
to advise Government on issues affecting children and young
people in the NT.
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This builds on the Northern Territory Government’s existing investments in early childhood
programs across the Northern Territory, which includes annual funding of:

$10.7
Million

early learning and family support
programs at Families as First
Teachers sites

$2.7

home visiting programs that support
women in pregnancy and up until the
child is two years old

$51.6

deliver preschool through
government schools, universal
access to 15 hours of preschool per
week, and regulation and quality
assessment of early learning services

$0.9

support services to assist children
up to six years with a developmental
delay to integrate with peers into
preschools and the wider community

Million

Million

Million

$2.7

provide the Healthy Under 5 Kids program,
a universal child health program for 0-5
year olds in remote NT Government
health centres

$2.4

coordination of integrated early learning,
health and family support programs within
Child and Family Centres

$0.6

deliver antenatal, postnatal and early
childhood services, including programs
addressing growth and anaemia, targeting
Aboriginal families and children

$6.3

to support families and services with the
NT Child Health Record (Yellow Book),
Toy Libraries and Fun Bus, and the Early
Childhood Services Subsidy.

Million

Million

Million

Million
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AT A GLANCE

READY TO LEARN

STRONG FAMILIES

Our course of actions

Our course of actions

Increasing accessible play-based language,
conversational reading and numeracy experiences for
children and families

Ensure stable housing and living arrangements, to
provide health and safety, nutrition and food security

Ensuring a diverse range of early learning programs
for children and families, suited to family and
community need
Driving high quality, affordable early childhood learning
programs with qualified professionals
Fostering family and community engagement in
the planning, delivery of and participation in early
learning programs.
Our 10-Year Goals
All Northern Territory children and families are engaged
in quality play-based early learning experiences, to
support successful transition to school.
Our Targets for 2022
• All early learning programs improve in quality,
and meet or exceed the National Quality Standard
where in scope
• An increase in attendance and participation of 0-3
year olds in quality early learning programs,
including preschool
• Greater family involvement in community programs,
such as Families as First Teachers and children’s play,
sporting, and cultural activities.
Our Critical Targets for 2028
• All children will participate in quality early childhood
education programs with an overall target of at least
600 hours per year of participation for all 3 and 4
year olds
• All children will successfully transition to school.
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Increase parenting support and resources to increase
families’ capacity to raise their children, and
participate in education, employment, cultural
and recreational events
Empower communities to understand their children’s
needs and contribute to the delivery of services and
support for families.
Our 10-Year Goals
All Northern Territory families are capable, and provide
their children with safe, caring, healthy environments.
Our Targets for 2022
• All families have access to affordable, nutritious
and fresh food
• Communities are actively involved in local
decision making
• An increase to 50% of children aged 0-4 accessing
approved child care centres
• All families have access to support and information
about raising children.
Our Critical Targets for 2028
• All children will be safe from harm, and less than 1%
of Territory children will be in the child protection
system and out-of-home care, down from the current
rate of around 2 in 100 children
• Fewer homes will experience overcrowding and more
families experiencing homelessness will successfully
transition into long term stable housing.

GETTING IT RIGHT FOR LIFE
Our course of actions
Embedding home visiting family partnerships to
support families with pregnancy, new babies and the
first years of life
Expanding universal antenatal and postnatal care, clinical
and public health services, developmental screening and
assistance for additional needs
Increasing targeted healthy hearing, dental and
nutrition programs
Expanding sector-wide referral and pathways and
interventions for mothers and their children including
intervention for perinatal depression, Foetal Alcohol
Spectrum Disorder and other issues such as
family violence.

QUALITY EARLY
CHILDHOOD
DEVELOPMENT SYSTEM
Our course of actions
Develop closely networked place-based initiatives,
including 11 new Child and Family Centres to deliver
integrated universal and targeted services
Build workforce capacity through innovative training
and job opportunities, with a focus on local development
and employment
Strengthen sector communication and collaboration
through shared data and reporting
Increase leadership and advocacy, transparency and
accountability on behalf of Northern Territory children.

Our 10-Year Goals

Our 10-Year Goals

All Northern Territory children are born healthy, remain
healthy and thrive, with significant developmental delays
identified and responded to early.

The Northern Territory leads Australia in integrated and
community driven early childhood development services.

Our Targets for 2022
• 94% of children are born with a healthy weight, from
current rate of 91%
• 95% of children are fully immunised
• A steady reduction in anaemia incidence experienced
by children aged 6 months to 2 years
• Improved rates of parents who don’t smoke, and who
consume alcohol responsibly
• Double the number of programs where health
professionals visit families at home
• Increase breastfeeding rates at 4 months and 6
months of age
• All women, children and families experiencing
vulnerability receive early and effective interventions.
Our Critical Targets for 2028
• 90% of children will start school with no significant
developmental problems
• It should be a rare event for children to be affected
by Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder
• There is a steady reduction in Otitis Media related
hearing loss.

Our Targets for 2022
• 74 communities will have identified their interest in
developing their own early childhood development
plan as part of local decision making
• The Northern Territory will have comprehensive early
childhood development base-line data
• Increased number of qualified professionals in the
early childhood development workforce
• Information sharing and data linking systems for early
childhood development will be established
• The Ministerial Advisory Council for Children and
Young People will be established.
Our Critical Targets for 2028
• The Early Childhood Development sector as a whole
will be a multi-skilled and integrated workforce,
which meets the diverse needs of Northern Territory
children, families and communities
• Aboriginal employment across the Early Childhood
Development sector will increase
• Communities will drive their own service planning
and development
• The Northern Territory Early Childhood Outcomes
Framework, including research and evaluation
strategy, will be complete.
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Territory
Children

3,927
Number of
babies born in
the NT in 2016

A SNAPSHOT

23,028
Number of children
in the NT aged 0 -5
in 2017

225

413

350

Number of babies
born to teenage
mothers in 2016

Children born
prematurely
in 2015

Children born with
low birth weight
(<2500 grams)

7.4%
NT

2.7%
AU

10.3%
NT

8.7%
AU

8.8%
NT

6.5%
AU

Proportion of
mothers with
diabetes during
pregnancy
16.3%
NT

1,207
Number of children
developmentally
vulnerable in one or
more domains at school
entry (2015)
37.2%
NT

14

22%
AU

9.7%
AU

103 1,032
Number of
0-4 year old
NT children
admitted to out
of home care in
2015-16

Number of
children in out of
home care in 2016
1.6%
NT

0.86%
AU

1,931
Total number of
0-4 year old NT
children receiving
child protection
service

Average hours of
attendance per week at
approved child care in the
NT for children aged 0-5

34.4 26.6
66% 62% 50%
For long day
care

For
preschools

For long
day care

For family
day care

28.5

29

AU

AU

For family
day care

Overall proportion of NT
services meeting or exceeding
the National Quality Standards
for education and care services

6,418
Number of children aged
0-5 attending approved
child care services in the
NT in 2017
28%

3,608
Number of 4 or 5 year old
NT children enrolled in a
pre-school in 2017
(42% in remote or very
remote communities)

43.2%

NT

AU
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1. Australian Bureau of Statistics, “Births – Australia – 2016”, 3301.0
2. Australian Bureau of Statistics, “Births – Australia – 2016”, 3301.0
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10. AEDC, Data Explorer 2015 http://www.aedc.gov.au/data/data-explorer?id=1&term=northern%20teritory

4. Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2017 Data tables: Australia’s
mothers and babies 2015 – brief Table 3.6

11. Australian Bureau of Statistics 4240.0 - Preschool Education, Australia,
2017 Data Cube

5. Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2017 Data tables: Australia’s
mothers and babies 2015 – brief Table 3.8

12. Productivity Commission Report on Government Services 2018 Early
Childhood Education and Care table 3A.15

6. Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage Report, 2016

13. Productivity Commission Report on Government Services 2018 Early
Childhood Education and Care table 3A.17

7. Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2017 Data tables: Child protection
Australia 2015-16 – brief Table S33
8. Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2017 Data tables: Child protection
Australia 2015-16 – brief Table S4
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au/Snapshot/LIVE/build_F.html

15

Ready
to Learn
All Northern Territory children
are born ready to learn, and
continue to learn in nurturing and
stimulating environments, and
successfully transition to school.
Under Starting Early for a Better Future, the vision is to
ensure every child is ‘school ready’ from the first day of
the first term of their first school year. This means every
child is physically, emotionally and developmentally
ready to start reaching their full potential from the first
moment of their attendance at school.
A child’s early learning, whether it be at home, in child
care, playgroup, or preschool needs to be supported.
From birth up to the age of three, a child’s brain is
growing faster than any other time of life. It is a highly
sensitive period for children’s learning, shaped by their
health, interactions with people, and the environment.
Parenting is the most powerful influence on a child’s
development and the greatest predictor of their social,
emotional and educational success in later life.
Families interacting and playing with children gives
them learning opportunities, teaches them how to
relate to people, and strengthens the love and
bonding between them.
All children, at any time from birth, may benefit from
attending quality early learning services (such as
playgroup, child care or preschool).
In some cases, regularly attending a quality early learning
service for an extended period, where there is play
based learning and intentional teaching, can help a
child start school developmentally on track.

• Raise the quality of early learning services
• Provide more support and resources for families and
services which offer play-based learning
• Increase family engagement with services, to support
early learning opportunities and school readiness
• Build parenting capacity to provide children
stimulating environments and experiences,
conducive to healthy learning.
2018-22 targets
• Progressive improvements in the quality of all
regulated and unregulated early learning services,
with all regulated services meeting or exceeding the
National Quality Standard
• Increased attendance and participation of 0-3
year olds in quality early learning programs,
including preschool
• Greater family involvement in community programs,
such as Families as First Teachers and children’s play,
sporting, and cultural activities.
New Northern Territory Government reform initiatives
and investments for 2018-22
• Establish new programs using the Abecedarian
Approach Australia to deliver quality early learning
and parent capacity building, linking with primary
health and other support services
• Drive quality in all preschools, and other early
childhood education and care services

Over the next 10 years we will

• Expand a range of language, conversational reading
and pre-numeracy programs for children and families
throughout a range of services

• Increase participation of all 3 and 4 year olds in
quality early childhood education programs including
preschool to at least 600 hours per year

• Promote family involvement and child attendance in
quality early learning programs, with an emphasis on
school readiness, literacy and numeracy.

• Expand access to a range of early learning programs
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• Increase integrated programs to improve quality,
optimise facilities and provide workforce
development opportunities

New Northern Territory
Government Investment
Early childhood learning $5.25 million over four years
This additional funding builds on the Northern Territory
and Commonwealth governments’ existing investment
in FaFT.
It establishes a daily quality early childhood
development, learning and parent capacity program
for children aged 0-4 and their parents, delivered by a

qualified early childhood teacher and an assistant
drawn from the community.
The new funding will allow expansion to seven
new sites in 2018-19 and 14 sites in 2019-20.
The program will use the Abecedarian Approach
Australia to deliver quality early learning in line with
the Early Years Learning Framework to link children and
parents with primary health and other support services.
The program may be delivered by the Northern
Territory Government, Aboriginal Community
Controlled Organisations or other suitable
community sector organisations.
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Strong
Families
Every child in the Northern
Territory is safe, cared for and
living in healthy environments.
Strong families provide safe, caring, protective
environments and have access to material basics such
as adequate housing, nutritious food, primary health
care, and support to raise their children well. Some
Northern Territory families need additional support
to provide for their children, some need support to
overcome short-term challenges and others need more
comprehensive assistance.

To ensure children and families live in safe, caring and
protective environments, we need to intervene early
and support families experiencing vulnerability through
pathways to targeted family support services.
Under Starting Early for a Better Future, we aim to engage
earlier with families who are experiencing difficulties
and challenges. We want to give families more options
to access appropriate services, and support the service
sector and community to better identify and respond to
families in need.
Over the next 10 years we will
• Increase the number of families and communities
which have sustained access to material basics
• Decrease the level of overcrowding and provide more
targeted responses to homelessness
• Provide more support and resources for families and
services experiencing vulnerability

Appropriate housing is a significant factor contributing
to health, education and social outcomes of many
Northern Territory children, particularly in remote
communities. Challenging home environments, such as
overcrowding and poor infrastructure, can be a barrier to
children leading healthier and safer lives.

• Provide more prevention programs focused
on contextually relevant protective behaviors
and healthy, respectful relationships for children
and families

Optimum nutrition is the fuel for the best possible
life; it starts from conception and continues through
breastfeeding, into early childhood and later life. Overnutrition and under-nutrition, food insecurity and the
resulting health effects are issues facing many Northern
Territory children.

• Support families to work and participate in cultural
and recreational activities

Productive parents who participate in community
life and in the workforce are powerful role models for
their children. Participation, however, depends on the
availability, flexibility and quality of childcare; universal
early learning environments such as playgroups and
libraries; safe family-friendly communities and public
places; and flexible workforce arrangements for parents.

• Celebrate our families’ and communities’ strengths
and achievements in providing for young children

Parents and Northern Territory communities are partners
in achieving optimal education and wellbeing outcomes
for all children and should have reliable information
and support from trusted sources and be involved in
decisions about local services and programs.

2018-22 targets

Parents and families with healthy, strong and respectful
relationships are best equipped to nurture, protect and
care for their children.
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While there are many circumstances that can contribute
to the risk of child abuse and neglect, the most common
ones are domestic and family violence, substance abuse,
mental illness and poverty.

• Enhance support for carers, and introduce
accreditation for out-of-home care

• Increase community understanding and appreciation
of children in society, and the critical role of
communities in supporting families

• Work with Aboriginal community controlled
organisations and other non-government partners
to provide early support for parents and families to
ensure children are raised in homes that are safe,
stable and free from family violence.
• All families have access to affordable, nutritious
and fresh food
• Communities are actively involved in local
decision making

• Increase from 28% to 50% of children aged 0-5
accessing approved child care services
• All families have access to support and information
about raising children and keeping them safe
from harm.
New Northern Territory Government reform initiatives
and investments for 2018-22
• Increase social housing and invest in improved living
arrangements through the $1.1 billion Remote
Housing Reforms
• Implement the NT Homelessness Strategy and
Five Year Action Plan 2018-22
• Work with our non-government partners to
implement the Northern Territory Domestic,
Family and Sexual Violence Reduction Framework
2018-2028 to ensure women and children are safe
and families are supported
• Reform family support in the Northern Territory by
expanding the range and scope of family support
services provided by the non-government and
Aboriginal controlled sectors, and connecting families
experiencing vulnerability due to domestic and family
violence, mental health or substance misuse to the
services they need.

New Northern Territory
Government Investment
Hearing health - $4.8 million
over four years
a) Families as First Teachers collaboration in four
sites - $2.4 million over four years
Good ear health hygiene serves to promote
language and learning behaviours, and more
frequent and in-depth screening helps parents
to support children with conductive
hearing loss.
The additional funding will establish four
additional Hearing Health Partnership locations
integrated with Families as First Teachers
(FaFT) sites.
The Hearing Health Partnership is a
coordinated primary health response
which employs local community members
to work as part of the FaFT team to promote
healthy hearing.
It will be delivered by Aboriginal Community
Controlled Health Organisations and Northern
Territory Government clinics.
The partnership is already effectively operating
in four FaFT sites in Galiwin’ku, Gunbalanya,
Maningrida and Ngukurr.
b) Hearing Health Joint Venture opportunity $2.4 million over four years
There is interest from the academic and
business sectors in exploring the potential
for joint venture public-private partnership
arrangements to help address hearing health
service gaps across the Northern Territory.
The aim would be to increase children’s access
to regular community-based early detection
and treatment of ear disease in regional and
remote sites across the Territory.
For example, on a ratio of 3:2, the commitment
by the NTG of $0.6 million per annum over
four years (for service provision in local
communities) could potentially attract $3.6
million from private/philanthropic interests
keen to pursue social impact investments.
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Getting
it Right
for Life
All Northern Territory children
are born healthy, remain healthy
and thrive.
Healthy early childhood development starts at
conception, with a healthy pregnancy and a healthy
birth. During the early years, children need good
nutrition, playful exercise, protection from disease, and
care during health issues to thrive. Having a healthy
early childhood helps longer term development,
including brain development, and reduces the risk of
getting health problems later in life.
As healthy early childhood development starts before
birth, the health and wellbeing of both parents is crucial
to give the child the best possible start. It is important all
Northern Territory parents-to-be can access appropriate
antenatal services, as well as postnatal services after
their child’s birth.
While the focus has traditionally been on maternal
health, we recognise a father’s physical, mental and
emotional wellbeing has an enormous impact on his
ability to be an engaged and positive influence on
his child.

20

Universal primary health care programs can assist
families by providing comprehensive assessments
of health and wellbeing, which is shown to improve
maternal and child outcomes and relationships.
They can assist with the early identification of
and intervention in issues such as hearing, dental,
developmental delays, and families’ mental health and
wellbeing. These services also provide a pathway to
more specialised programs for health and wellbeing
issues, such as breastfeeding and postnatal depression,
and developmental delays.
Over the next 10 years we will
• Extend and enhance the health and wellbeing
support for families, with increased early
identification and intervention for problems that arise
• Increase integrated service delivery to improve
access for families and greater collaboration
between programs
• Have more culturally inclusive services and practices,
to ensure all families feel confident to participate
• Grow our understanding of the causes and effective
ways to address Northern Territory children’s health
and wellbeing problems.
2018-22 targets
• 94% of children are born with a healthy weight, up
from current rate of 91%
• 95% of children are fully immunised
• An ongoing reduction in the incidence of the anaemia
rate in children from 6 months to 2 years
• Improved rates of Northern Territorians who don’t
smoke, and who consume alcohol responsibly
• Double the number of programs where health
professionals visit families at home

• Increased uptake and continuation of breastfeeding
• All vulnerable women, children and families receive
early and effective interventions.
New Northern Territory Government reform initiatives
and investments for 2018-22
• Expansion of universal, targeted and tertiary
services to local children and families through 11
new Child and Family Centres, and transitioning the
existing six Child and Family Centres to an increased
service model
• Expand the Healthy Under 5 Kids Partnering with
Families Program to new locations throughout the
Northern Territory
• Promote the National Disability Insurance Scheme’s
Early Childhood Early Intervention Framework to
Territory families with children aged 0-6 years with
developmental delay. The Framework will engage
providers to deliver services to this group of children
• Establish four additional Hearing Health Partnerships
integrated with Families as First Teachers sites to
employ local community members to promote
healthy hearing

New Northern Territory
Government Investment
Healthy Under 5 Kids $7.7 million over four years
The Healthy Under 5 Kids Partnering with Families
Program is a universal standardised child and
family health program for all families with children
0-5 years of age.
The new funding will expand the Healthy Under 5
Kids Partnering with Families Program to locations
throughout the Northern Territory.
The program builds on partnerships between the
family and their health professional, and provides
the care and support needed to empower families
to become confident parents and caregivers.

• Establish a joint venture to access philanthropic
funds to help address hearing health services gaps
and reduce chronic ear disease
• Develop and implement the Northern Territory Foetal
Alcohol Spectrum Disorder plan, aligning with the
national Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder plan
• Expand home visiting family partnerships to support
more families with pregnancy, new babies and the
first years of life
• Develop and promote a Northern Territory
Workplace Breastfeeding policy for employers to
support working mothers.
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Quality
Early Childhood
Development
System
The Northern Territory leads
Australia in integrated and
community-driven early
childhood development.
The early childhood development system encompasses
child and maternal health, nutrition, housing and home
environments, family capacity, early childhood care and
education, social and economic wellbeing, and child
safety programs.
Although there are many effective early childhood
development programs and services delivered
throughout the Northern Territory, they are unable to
meet the needs of all Northern Territory families. Too
many young children and their families are being failed
by a fragmented system.
Starting Early for a Better Future demands responsible
leadership and governance to translate the voices of
children and families into actions and outcomes.
A permanent independent Northern Territory Ministerial
Advisory Council for Children and Young People will
be established, a step towards establishing strong
accountable leadership.
Starting Early for a Better Future will link services to
minimise duplication and fill service gaps and focus on
common outcomes. It will ensure greater access and
make it easier for children and families to move between
services. It will also make services more accountable,
improve quality and support a growing workforce.
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Part of this approach will be an integrated system of
universal, targeted and tertiary services to local children
and families. This involves place-based community-led
decision making and will prioritise building on existing
programs, initiatives and infrastructure to meet the
needs of that local community.
Each community, through local decision making,
will have a part in co-designing the service delivery
model. This will increase community ownership and
engagement, draw on local strengths, and build the
capacity of the local workforce and leaders.
Over the next 10 years we will
• Develop a range of closely networked, place-based
initiatives to deliver integrated universal and
targeted services
• Increase public reporting on Northern Territory early
childhood development programs, services and their
impact on children
• Increase local decision making by communities
regarding early childhood development programs
• Expand the evidence base of what works, through a
research and evaluation strategy for early childhood,
and the Shared Outcomes Framework for Early
Childhood Development
• Increase the number of qualified professionals
delivering early childhood services and programs
• Expand and support an integrated early childhood
development sector workforce, to deliver high
quality, responsive programs.

2018-22 targets
• By 2020, 74 communities will have identified their
interest in developing their own early childhood
development plan as part of local decision making
• Priority localities for implementing place-based
services and programs are identified
• Establish comprehensive early childhood
development baseline data
• Increased number of qualified professionals in the
early childhood development workforce
• Increased proportion of Aboriginal people in the early
childhood development workforce
• A system of information sharing will occur between
all relevant early childhood agencies, to ensure the
best interests of children and their needs are met.
New Northern Territory Government reform initiatives
and investments for 2018-22
• Build one new Child and Family Centre in Tennant
Creek, and establish 10 new Child and Family
Centres, targeting improved outcomes for children
and families, using place-based solutions to address
local challenges and issues

New Northern Territory
Government Investment
Ministerial Advisory Council
A new permanent independent Northern Territory
Ministerial Advisory Council for Children and Young
People will be established to provide independent
advice on issues affecting children and young people
in the Northern Territory and recommend actions to
improve their outcomes.
Members will be appointed by the Minister for
Children and have expert knowledge of the policies
and services, which enhance the health, wellbeing and
safety of children.

• Develop a systemic support framework for Early
Childhood Integrated Services, through the
Integrated Service Strategic Forum
• Advance information sharing and data linking
systems for early childhood development
• Release de-identified early childhood development
data as open data as part of the Northern Territory’s
Digital Strategy
• Develop a Northern Territory early childhood
development shared outcomes framework, and
research and evaluation strategy
• Develop a workforce action plan, providing
innovative workforce development opportunities,
particularly the Aboriginal workforce
• Establish the Ministerial Advisory Council for
Children and Young People to advise the Northern
Territory Government on the systems, structure
and investment needed to support positive child
development and family functioning and secure
better lives for children and young people in the
Northern Territory
• Publish biennial State of the Children Reports
commencing 2019, providing status reports
presenting data on key indicators, trends and
progress on achievement.

New and expanded child and
family centres - $17.37 million
This funding will enable the expansion of early childhood
services in the eleven new and six existing Child and
Family Centres over the next four years, building on the
Northern Territory Government’s investment in response
to the Royal Commission into the Protection and
Detention of Children in the Northern Territory.
The new child and family centres will have a significantly
expanded role which includes primary health, care and
protection, and education provision as well as specialist
services delivered to families experiencing high levels
of vulnerability.
The existing centres will be gradually transitioned to the
expanded service model.
Implementation of the new child and family centres
will involve place-based community-led decision
making and will prioritise building on existing programs,
initiatives and infrastructure to meet the needs of each
local community.
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Implementation
phase 2018-22
Starting Early for a Better Future will create a high
performing integrated services system delivering
universal and targeted services for children and families,
using place-based solutions to address local challenges
and issues.
The Northern Territory Government is investing $35.6
million over four years, to expand health and wellbeing,
parent capacity, and early learning services for children
from conception to five years of age, as well as drive an
enhanced network of integrated child and family
support services.

These investments will be part of a coordinated
effort to structure the approach to health, early
learning, family support and child protection across
the Northern Territory.
This approach aligns both the early childhood
development aspirations for the Northern Territory,
and the responses to the recommendations of the
Royal Commission into the Protection and Detention of
Children in the Northern Territory, as well as other key
strategic priorities.

Northern Territory Government Key Strategic Plans and Priorities
Universal

Secondary/targeted support

Tertiary/intensive support

Starting Early for a Better Future
Child and Adolescent Health Plan
Child Safety Framework
Indigenous Education Strategy
Room to Breathe
Remote Housing Reforms
NT Homelessness Strategy
Local Decision Making
Aboriginal Affairs Strategy
Justice Reform and Aboriginal
Justice Agreement
Response to the Royal Commission into the Protection and
Detention of Children in the Northern Territory
Domestic, Family and Sexual Violence Reduction Framework
Alcohol Harm Minimisation Action Plan
Suicide Prevention Strategic Framework
Economic Development Framework

Foundations: connected, supportive and vibrant communities, employment, education,
safe, secure and affordable housing, cultural safety, health and wellbeing
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MEASURING
OUR PROGRESS
Starting Early for a Better Future outlines the Northern
Territory Government’s strategic direction to build
our early childhood development services into a
more comprehensive, high quality, integrated sector.
It is ambitious and designed to produce actions
to effect major changes. Measuring our efforts
and understanding the impact of our combined
achievement requires a specific approach. We will
continue to work collaboratively.
To ensure we meet our aims and aspirations we will
monitor and evaluate against the ambitious targets.
A key task will be the development of the shared
outcomes framework, research and evaluation strategy.
This will underpin the partnerships necessary to
drive the changes we need, and support common
understanding of measuring the impact of work with
children and families. The framework will provide a
common basis for setting policy frameworks, planning
service delivery and agreement on program objectives.
Where approaches are working and driving change we
will continue with them; where they are not, we will reassess and learn from our collective efforts.
We will track our impact and achievements towards
stronger outcomes for our children and families, and
publish regular status reports on the wellbeing of
Northern Territory children and how we are achieving
our goals over ten years.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The Early Childhood Development Expert Reference
Panel and the Working Group provided key expertise,
advice and insights to support the development
of this Plan. Thank you for your valuable time and
contributions.
Members of the Expert Reference Panel
Donna Ah Chee (co-chair)

Tanja Hirvonen

Olga Havnen (co-chair)

Jayne Lloyd

Professor Kerry Arabena

Professor Frank Oberklaid

Professor Fiona Arney

David Pugh

Dr Paul Bauert

Professor Sven Silburn

Dr John Boffa

Christine Tayler

Maree Bredhauer

Professor Collette Tayler

We would like to acknowledge Professor Tayler’s
invaluable input in shaping Starting Early for a Better
Future during early 2017. We are deeply grateful to
Professor Tayler for sharing her expertise and
judgement with us. Professor Tayler passed away
in December 2017.

ORGANISATIONS
REPRESENTED ON
THE WORKING GROUP
Aboriginal Medical Services Alliance
Northern Territory
Ampilatwatja Health Service
NAPCAN
Save the Children
Tangentyere Council Aboriginal Corporation
Department of Prime Minister & Cabinet
Department of the Chief Minister
Department of Education
Department of Health
Department of Housing and Community Development
Territory Families

26

earlychildhood.nt.gov.au

