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The Future Healthy Countdown 2030 consensus 
statement: core policy actions and measures to 
achieve improvements in the health and wellbeing of 
children, young people and future generations
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Marketa Reeves15, Roslyn Dundas4, Sandro Demaio3,16, Rosemary Calder17,*, Sharon R Goldfeld2,6,*

We all want children and young people to lead happy, 
healthy lives and to live better and longer than their 
parents. Yet, in Australia, children and young people 

are faring poorly in key health and wellbeing outcomes. For 
example, the number of children living in poverty1 or out-of-
home care2 remains stagnant, while levels of overweight and 
obesity3 and psychological distress4 are increasing in young 
people. This is particularly apparent for those facing structural 
disadvantages (eg, economic and social) and complex needs (eg, 
young people with disabilities or with mental health issues, and 
survivors of abuse), as well as those affected by systemic injustice 
and intergenerational trauma, including Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people and other marginalised groups.5 As a 
nation that claims to value children and young people, why are 
such profound health and wellbeing inequities allowed to exist? 
Addressing this fundamental problem requires Australians 
to demand change and engage with the big issues facing our 
children and young people. Importantly, it requires political will 
and policy attention on the health and wellbeing of our children 
and young people, with an eye to future generations.

The Future Healthy Countdown 2030 (the Countdown) builds 
on the breadth of existing work by key experts and advocates 
in children and young people’s health and wellbeing, as 
outlined in its inaugural supplement framing article.6 It seeks to 
change outcomes for children and young people by stimulating 
citizen, political and policy will for action. The Countdown 
will provide an evidence-based shortlist of achievable policy 
actions that, if actioned now, would improve outcomes for 
children and young people by 2030. Each year, it will track both 
key outcome measures targeted by these policy actions and the 
implementation of these policies. The Countdown aims to hold 
all Australians accountable, particularly those holding political 
and policy power, by spotlighting where progress has and has 
not been made.

The good news is that change is possible, as policy choices by 
those in power can advance equitable and sustainable health and 
wellbeing outcomes.7 However, the Australian policy landscape 
is complex, burdened by different jurisdictional responsibilities 
for legislation, policies, and funding. A recent analysis of 26 
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Introduction: This consensus statement recommends eight high-
level trackable policy actions most likely to significantly improve 
health and wellbeing for children and young people by 2030. These 
policy actions include an overarching policy action and span seven 
interconnected domains that need to be adequately resourced 
for every young person to thrive: Material basics; Valued, loved 
and safe; Positive sense of identity and culture; Learning and 
employment pathways; Healthy; Participating; and Environments 
and sustainable futures.
Main recommendations: 
•	 Provide financial support to invest in families with young 

children and address poverty and material deprivation in the first 
2000 days of life.

•	 Establish a national investment fund to provide sustained, 
culturally relevant, maternal and child health and development 
home visiting services for the first 2000 days of life for all 
children facing structural disadvantage and/or adversity.

•	 Implement a dedicated funding model for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander community-controlled early years services across 
the country to ensure these services are fully resourced to 
provide quality early learning and integrated services grounded 
in culture and community.

•	 Properly fund public schools, starting by providing full and 
accountable Schooling Resource Standard funding for all 
schools, with immediate effect for schools in communities facing 
structural disadvantage.

•	 Establish legislation and regulation to protect children and young 
people aged under 18 years from the marketing of unhealthy and 
harmful products.

•	 Amend the electoral act to extend the compulsory voting age to 
16 years.

•	 Legislate an immediate end to all new fossil fuel projects in 
Australia.

•	 Establish a federal Future Generations Commission with 
legislated powers to protect the interests of future  
generations.

Changes in approach as a result of this statement: Together, 
these achievable evidence-based policies would significantly 
improve children and young people’s health and wellbeing by 2030, 
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benefits for all generations and society.
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Australian child and youth health policies found only 10% 
addressed the social determinants of health, with governments 
continuing to adopt a siloed approach.8 Many solutions for 
improving health and wellbeing lie outside the health portfolio 
(eg, education, justice, and social services),9 requiring deep 
collaboration across government sectors. This could be enabled 
by a strong political mandate from the centre of governments (ie, 
Cabinets and coordinating bodies such as Departments of Prime 
Minister, Premier and Cabinet) to lead and legitimise efforts, 
as demonstrated in South Australia’s Health in All Policies 
approach.10 A blueprint for change would highlight the co-
benefits and interconnectedness across government portfolios.

Several government roles advocate for children and young 
people, such as the federal Minister for Youth11 and federal, 
state and territory Children’s Commissioners.12 However, their 
powers are limited in protecting children and young people’s 
interests in new legislation or policies. Despite concerning data 
on their health and wellbeing, children and young people are 
not a key priority area for National Cabinet,13 nor are the Youth 
and Early Childhood Education portfolios included in Cabinet 
(they currently sit in the outer Ministry).11 This prevents both 
inter- and intra-government planning around the longer term 
interests of young Australians, including those not yet born. 
Potential policy mechanisms to manage this issue include 
legislation to protect the rights of children, young people and 
future generations, such as enshrining the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (https://​www.​unicef.​org.​
au/​united-​natio​ns-​conve​ntion-​on-​the-​rights-​of-​the-​child​).

Still, there are some reasons for renewed optimism, with certain 
government initiatives bringing focus both on children and 
young people and having more meaningful and broad measures 
of success. Examples include the Australian Government’s Early 
Years Strategy (0–5 years; 2024–2034),14 the Wellbeing Framework 
for Measuring What Matters15 and the recent Engage! strategy,16 
which seeks to have more young people involved in decision 
making. However, unless deeply embedded across all portfolios 
with a mechanism for accountability, these efforts will likely fail.

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic showed us 
the power of policies in shaping our nation: people were lifted 
out of poverty and inequalities were reduced through targeted 
government policies.17-19 Inequities are not inevitable but are 
shaped by conscious policy decisions. For example, it is a choice 
by those in power to subsidise fossil fuel producers and major 
users by $14.5 billion in a single financial year (2023–2024).20 Yet, 
they choose not to provide the $6.8 billion per annum needed 
to fund all public schools to the bare minimum (ie, 100% of the 
Schooling Resource Standard [SRS] for 2025).21 It is time for those 
in power to prioritise the health and wellbeing of our children 
and young people.

Developing a blueprint for action: a consensus building 
approach

In 2023, we outlined the process of developing the framework 
for the Countdown in our inaugural MJA supplement.6 This 
involved reviewing 16 state, territory, national and international 
frameworks for the health, wellbeing and development of 
children and young people. We adopted “The Nest”, an evidence-
based framework developed by the Australian Research 
Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY)22 in consultation with 
over 4000 Australians, including children and young people. 
The Nest identifies six interconnected domains that need to be 
adequately resourced for a young person (0–24 years) to thrive. 

We added a seventh domain (Environments and sustainable 
futures) because of the increasing impact of climate change 
on children and young people’s health and wellbeing.23 These 
seven domains (Box 1) are the focus of the Countdown and its 
core policy actions.

In the inaugural supplement, Australia’s leading experts 
outlined the most pressing issues for children, young people 
and future generations in these domains — those where 
change could make a real difference by 2030.6 In addition, they 
proposed a number of measures to track progress on these 
changes and drive accountability. In this consensus statement, 
we operationalise the Countdown into an actionable and clear 
blueprint for implementation for all of us to follow between now 
and 2030.

We focus on one high level policy action per domain that could 
improve health and wellbeing for children and young people 
by 2030. A consensus-building process determined the policy 
actions most likely to achieve significant improvement within 
each domain and accompanying accountability measures. This 
has resulted in a set of high level trackable policy actions that are 
highly interconnected across the domains, that together cover 
age 0–24 years. These policy actions can be done now and have 
a strong evidence base for improving health and wellbeing now 
and with benefits into the future.

Consensus-building methods

The Countdown is collaboratively led by the Victorian Health 
Promotion Foundation, the Murdoch Children’s Research 
Institute and ARACY. Representatives of each of these 
organisations, policy experts and key stakeholder representatives 
sit on the Countdown Steering Committee, which has strong 
connections across the country.

We invited all the experts who led the inaugural supplement 
in 2023, as well as additional key subject matter policy experts 

1  The domains of the Future Healthy Countdown 2030 
Framework

Source: Image reproduced from Lycett et al.6 ◆

https://www.unicef.org.au/united-nations-convention-on-the-rights-of-the-child
https://www.unicef.org.au/united-nations-convention-on-the-rights-of-the-child
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and young people with lived experience, to participate in a 
multistep process to build consensus. A consensus was sought 
to determine a suite of policy actions (one per Countdown 
domain) and appropriate measures for tracking progress in the 
lead-up to 2030.

The consensus-building process was coordinated by the 
Countdown Steering Committee and involved three steps:  
(i) a survey, (ii) a workshop, and (iii) a final process, led by the 
Steering Committee, to bring together a suite of consensus 
policy actions and measures for implementation in the 
Countdown.

Consensus building survey

A short survey was sent to 61 experts in March 2024. Experts 
were assigned to one of the seven domains based on their area 
of expertise. In total, 50 individuals (82%) completed the survey. 
Response rates for each domain varied from 60% (positive sense 
of identity and culture) to 100% (healthy). Demographic data for 
the survey participants are detailed in Box 2. The expertise of 
the group spanned research expertise (38%), policy expertise 
(24%) and the lived experience of young people (24%).

Survey participants were provided with a link to the expert 
paper from the 2023 inaugural Supplement outlining the most 
pressing issues facing children, young people and future 
generations in their assigned domain. They were also given 
the “policy window” criteria to guide policy prioritisation and 
decision making. These criteria were drawn from Kingdon’s 
multiple streams approach (Box 3), which argues that a window 
for policy change opens when the following exist: a problem is 
widely understood and accepted by experts, government, and 
community; solutions are available, supported and feasible; and 
there is political will (ie, motive and opportunity) to deal with 
the issue.24

Based on these criteria, participants were asked to identify one 
key policy action for their assigned domain that would improve 
the health and wellbeing of today’s children and young people 
(aged 0–24 years) within the next six years and build a strong 
foundation for future generations.

Participants were also asked to suggest key measures (available 
and/or unavailable) that would best track progress for their 
policy action from now until 2030. Evidence-based selection 
criteria were provided, including that measures be relevant, 
applicable across population groups, technically sound, feasible 
to collect and report, timely, marketable, and lead to action.25

Workshop

The Consensus-Building Workshop (the Workshop) was held 
online via Zoom with 38 experts who completed the survey 
(nine young people, eight policy experts and 21 researchers). 
Summarised survey results were distributed beforehand. 
During the Workshop, participants were assigned to breakout 
rooms within their domain group to prioritise one policy action 
they collectively deemed most important to include and measure 
for the Countdown. In another breakout session, they selected 
appropriate measures to track progress on the identified policy 
action.

At the Workshop, a significant challenge identified for all 
domains was the absence of a legislative mechanism compelling 
government decision makers to prioritise the needs of children 
and young people, now and into the future. It was noted that 
decisions made today will affect the lives of future generations, 

2  Demographic data of survey participants
Demographic characteristics n (%)

Total number of participants 50

Gender identity*

Female 31 (63%)

Male 16 (33%)

Non-binary 1 (2%)

Prefer not to say 1 (2%)

Primary area of expertise

Researcher 19 (38%)

Policy expert 12 (24%)

Young person 12 (24%)

Clinician 2 (4%)

Other 5 (10%)

Age group*

18–25 9 (19%)

26–30 6 (13%)

31–50 22 (47%)

≥ 51 10 (21%)

State

Victoria 32 (64%)

Australian Capital Territory 5 (10%)

Western Australia 5 (10%)

Queensland 4 (8%)

New South Wales 3 (6%)

South Australia 1 (2%)

Cultural background*

Australian (excluding Aboriginal and/
or Torres Strait Islander)

24 (49%)

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander

3 (6%)

Anglo and North-West European 10 (21%)

Sub-Saharan African 3 (6%)

South-East Asian 3 (6%)

Southern and Central Asian 2 (4%)

Māori, Melanesian, Papuan, 
Micronesian and Polynesian

1 (2%)

South-East European 1 (2%)

Other cultural/ethnic group 1 (2%)

Prefer not to say 1 (2%)

Respondents for each domain

Material basics 9 (18%)

Healthy 8 (16%)

Environments and sustainable 
futures

8 (16%)

Learning and employment pathways 7 (14%)

 Continues
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yet future generations are not formally considered in current 
decision-making processes. Therefore, experts at the Workshop 
also discussed an overarching policy action to address this. Two 
mechanisms were discussed: Children in All Policies, and a 
Future Generations Commission/er.

Steering Committee consensus

Following the Workshop, the Countdown Steering Committee 
considered all policy actions and measures to ensure they were 
complementary across domains. Some policy actions reached 
immediate consensus after the Workshop whereas others 
required more consultation with domain experts to reach a final 
consensus. Different criteria were considered, including the 
age range that would most benefit from each policy action, the 
compatibility of policy actions to one another across domains, and 
a balance of new policy asks and increased investment. Appetite 
for various policy actions was also weighed. Ultimately, the 
Committee selected policy actions that offered the most realistic 
and impactful systems-level national changes while building 
on current momentum. The final suite of seven domain-based 
policy actions and one overarching action (a Future Generations 
Commission) is listed in Box 4.

Other key policy actions that were debated and warrant 
acknowledgement include:

•	 more curriculum-enforced physical activity in schools for the 
Healthy domain;

•	 a coalition model between public, independent and private 
schools to work together locally in place-based communities 
to gather student feedback and find solutions for the Learning 
and employment pathways domain;

•	 a healthy schools approach that has clear policies and 
approaches for victimisation based on identity or culture and 
includes a broader curriculum that enables young people to 
express their identity and culture for the Positive sense of 
identity and culture domain; and

•	 embedding policies to genuinely engage young people in 
leadership positions across sectors for the Participating 
domain.

These policies are each worthy of action, but we chose systems-
based policy actions where the likely impact was perceived to be 
greater. For each domain, we outline the policy action identified, 
the issue, the rationale for this choice, and the measures we will 
use to track progress.

Material basics

Recommended policy action

Provide financial support to invest in families with young 
children and address poverty and material deprivation in the 
first 2000 days of life.

Issues

The cost of living is one of the greatest challenges facing families 
today.26 An increasing proportion of Australian families is 
experiencing material deprivation (Box  5), meaning they are 
unable to afford the material basics that are essential for health 
and wellbeing. Material deprivation increases as household 
income decreases.30 Children raised in families experiencing 
material deprivation or poverty are more likely than other 
children to experience socio-emotional difficulties, physical 
health problems and chronic disease, educational difficulties 
and poor mental health.30-32

Rationale

Money matters for child development. 
During the first 2000 days of life, the 
human brain develops rapidly, laying 
the foundation for ongoing health and 
development.33 Financial hardship can 
disrupt this foundational period and 
undermine health and development.34 
Increasing household income in the 
first years of life is a well established 
investment with long term benefits for 
human development.35 Investment in this 
period benefits both individual outcomes 
and society by decreasing health service 
and education costs and boosting 
education and economic outcomes.36 
Societies that front-end their investment 
by spending more on childhood are 
healthier.34 Providing a financial 
investment or so-called boost to families 
facing tough times leverages existing 
political momentum and aligns with the 
demands of peak bodies37 advocating for 

Demographic characteristics n (%)

Participating 6 (12%)

Positive sense of identity and culture 6 (12%)

Valued, loved and safe 6 (12%)

* Demographic item had missing data. ◆

2   Continued

3  Policy window criteria based on Kingdon’s multiple streams approach24
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our children to have equitable starts to life. Current government 
policy agendas,15 strategies38,39 and action plans,40,41 including 
the Secretariat of National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care 
(SNAICC)‘s National Framework for Protecting Australia’s 
Children,37 all point to the urgent need for early intervention 
and targeted support for children and families experiencing 
disadvantage.

Valued, loved and safe

Recommended policy action

Establish a national investment fund to provide sustained, 
culturally relevant, maternal and child health and development 
home visiting services for the first 2000 days of life for all 
children facing structural disadvantage and/or adversity.

Issues

Children and young people who are valued, loved and safe 
have the foundations to thrive.42 These aspects are particularly 
important for attachment and relational health, which develop 
early in life.43 Feeling love and safety from care providers plays 
a critical role in supporting health and wellbeing during the first 
2000 days of life and across the early life course.42 Children who 
lack these essential components too often experience neglect and 
abuse (ie, maltreatment), both of which have profound effects on 
their development, health and wellbeing.44 Sustained maternal 
home health visiting that begins antenatally, and is culturally 
appropriate,45 can help facilitate relationships and trust with 
health professionals and access to support services. This can 
support early identification and response to potential and actual 
risks to the health and safety of infants and children.44,46 To 
succeed and avoid harm, services must be culturally relevant 
and, where appropriate, community-controlled.

Rationale

Children from families facing structural disadvantage and/or 
adversity can lack opportunities for positive interaction with 
parents for many reasons, including financial demands limiting 
time and relational stressors. They are also more likely than 
other children to start school developmentally behind.46 These 
families need easy access to targeted maternal home-visiting 
services to help ensure their children have the best chance to 
thrive. Evidence-based services can improve child and parental 
health and wellbeing and enhance family functioning,45,47 are 
cost-effective and ultimately help reduce health inequities.46 A 
national investment fund would ensure services to all families 
facing structural disadvantage or adversity, which would be 
delivered in collaboration with state and territory services. 
Currently, the only available nationally consistent measures 
of children’s nurturing and safety are the rate of children on 
care and protection orders and in out-of-home care, which 
reflect children already at risk (Box  6). The Australian Early 
Development Census provides a measure of early development, 
health and wellbeing through a national three-year assessment 
of young children.

Healthy

Recommended policy action

Establish legislation and regulation to protect children and 
young people aged under 18 years from the marketing of 
unhealthy and harmful products.

4  Policy actions
Domain Policy action

Overarching Establish a federal Future Generations Commission 
with legislated powers to protect the interests of 
future generations.

Material basics Provide financial support to invest in families with 
young children and address poverty and material 
deprivation in the first 2000 days of life

Valued, loved and 
safe

Establish a national investment fund to provide 
sustained, culturally relevant, maternal and child 
health and development home visiting services 
for the first 2000 days of life for all children facing 
structural disadvantage and/or adversity.

Positive sense 
of identity and 
culture

Implement a dedicated funding model for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander community-controlled 
early years services across the country to ensure 
these services are fully resourced to provide quality 
early learning and integrated services grounded in 
culture and community.

Learning and 
employment 
pathways

Properly fund public schools, starting by providing 
full and accountable Schooling Resource Standard 
funding for all schools, with immediate effect 
for schools in communities facing structural 
disadvantage.

Healthy Establish legislation and regulation to protect 
children and young people aged under 18 years from 
the marketing of unhealthy and harmful products.

Participating Amend the electoral act to extend the compulsory 
voting age to 16 years.

Environments 
and sustainable 
futures

Legislate an immediate end to all new fossil fuel 
projects in Australia.

5  Domain: Material basics — tackling poverty and material deprivation
Target Available measures Baseline data Source

As per the Sustainable 
Development Goals, halve 
poverty by 2030 (SDG target 
1.2)27

Proportion of 0–24-year-olds living in poverty 2021: 12% Australian Census, Australian Bureau of 
Statistics28

Proportion of 0–24-year-olds who are 
experiencing housing stress, overcrowding or 
homelessness

2021:
•	 Housing stress: 12%
•	 Overcrowding: 10%
•	 Homelessness: 1%

Australian Census, Australian Bureau of 
Statistics28

Proportion of 15–24-year-olds not in employment, 
education or training

2021: 10% Australian Census, Australian Bureau of 
Statistics28

Proportion of caregivers of children (0–17 years 
of age) reporting material deprivation

2023: 35% Royal Children’s Hospital National Child 
Health Poll29
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Issue

Two of the biggest current issues for Australian children and 
young people’s health and wellbeing are persistently high rates 
of common mental disorders (almost two in five young people 
aged 16–24 years experienced a mental disorder within the 
past 12 months)4 and challenges maintaining a healthy weight 
(one in four children/adolescents and two in five young adults 
experience overweight or obesity) (Box  7).3 Mental disorders 
and weight problems are also more common for those facing 
structural disadvantage or adversity.53 Both problems are strongly 
grounded in the commercial determinants of health,54 where big 
businesses leverage considerable resources and political power to 
market harmful or addictive products (eg, ultraprocessed foods, 
alcohol, vaping, and gambling products) to ensure continued 
economic growth.55 Children and young people need protection 
from predatory marketing while they develop impulse control 
and skills to understand its persuasive intent.56 More far-reaching 
than traditional advertising is the rise of digital predatory 
marketing, which includes the use of “kidfluencers”, where 
marketers recruit parents and children with social media reach to 
endorse products and promote brands to other children.57,58

Rationale

Predatory marketing of unhealthy and harmful products is 
a major commercial determinant of health for children and 
young people.54,59 These marketing practices often target those 
facing structural disadvantage, further exacerbating health 

inequities.60,61 Regulating the marketing (particularly digital 
marketing via social media platforms) of harmful products is 
crucial to protecting children and young people’s health. Several 
national and international organisations are among those 
advocating for this urgent change.62 In addition, the Australian 
Government has agreed in principle to digital marketing 
reforms that protect children through its response to the Privacy 
Act Review.63

Learning and employment pathways

Recommended policy action

Properly fund public schools, starting by providing full and 
accountable Schooling Resource Standard (SRS) funding for all 
schools, with immediate effect for schools in communities facing 
structural disadvantage.

Issues

In Australia, the gap between our richest and poorest students 
is firmly entrenched and worsening over time.64 Equity 
of education has strong associations with individuals’ life 
expectancy, morbidity and health behaviour, and educational 
attainment is important to people’s health in shaping  
their further education, employment, and success in life.65  
Yet, increasing amounts of government funds have been 
funnelled, directly and indirectly, into private and religious 
schools through generous tax deductions, including donations 
from wealthy benefactors.66 These concessions not only 

6  Domain: Valued, loved and safe — supporting marginalised and disadvantaged children
Targets Available measures Baseline data Source

•	 Reduce the neighbourhood 
disadvantage gap between children 
who are developmentally on track at 
school entry by reversing the recent 
increase to 2009 levels (2021: 21% v 
2009: 18%)48

•	 Reduce the rate of children on care 
and protection orders and in out-of-
home care (in 2023, this was 11 per 
1000 children and 8 per 1000 children, 
respectively)2

•	 Closing the Gap Target 12: by 2031, 
reduce the rate of over-representation 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
children (0–17 years old) in out-of-home 
care by 45%49

The gap between children living in the 
most and least socio-economically 
disadvantaged communities who are 
developmentally on track at school 
entry in all five domains

2021: 21%* Australian Early Development 
Census48

Rate of 0–17-year-olds on care and 
protection orders, per 1000 children

2023:
•	 All children: 11
•	 Non-Indigenous: 7
•	 Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander: 72

Australian Institute of Health 
and Welfare2

Rate 0–17-year-olds in out-of-home 
care, per 1000 children

2023:
•	 All children: 8
•	 Non-Indigenous: 5
•	 Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander: 57

Australian Institute of Health 
and Welfare2

* 42.7% on track in the most disadvantaged quintile versus 63.4% on track in the least disadvantaged quintile. ◆

7  Domain: Healthy — addressing mental health and obesity
Targets Available measures Baseline data Source

•	 The Australian Government to introduce a 
new Harmful Products Marketing Act that 
regulates the way gambling, alcohol and 
unhealthy food companies promote their 
products to 0–18-year-olds

•	 The National Obesity Strategy 2022–2032 
has set a target of reducing overweight 
and obesity in 2–17-year-olds by at least 
5% by 203050

•	 To track mental health and wellbeing in 
children and young people regularly (ie, at 
least triennially)51

Prevalence of overweight and 
obesity in children and young 
people

2022:
•	 2–17-year-olds: 26%
•	 18–24-year-olds: 42%

National Health Survey (ABS)3

Prevalence of mental health 
distress and disorders in 
4–17-year-olds

2013: 20% (high/very high 
distress) and 14% (disorder)

Australian Child and Adolescent 
Survey of Mental Health and 
Wellbeing52

Prevalence of mental health 
distress and disorders in 
16–24-year-olds

2020–2022: 26% (high/very high 
distress) and 39% (disorder)

National Study of Mental Health 
and Wellbeing (ABS)4

ABS = Australian Bureau of Statistics. ◆
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leave public schools chronically underfunded, but provide a  
fiscal basis for maintaining a class structure within Australian 
society that perpetuates cross-generational cycles of inequities.66 
It is not surprising that student learning, health and wellbeing  
do not flourish in this unequal and unfair educational 
environment (Box 8).69

Rationale

Public schools are vastly underfunded in terms of the SRS, 
which is an estimate of how much total public funding a school 
needs to meet its students’ educational needs.21 This puts efforts 
to keep the promise made in the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) 
Education Declaration70 at risk in most disadvantaged schools 
and communities. Calculated to get at least 80% of students above 
the minimum standard for NAPLAN (National Assessment 
Program – Literacy and Numeracy) testing, the SRS is the 
bare minimum rather than a lofty aspiration.71 The Australian 
Government has committed to fund all public schools to 100% of 
the SRS by 2029. Currently, only the Australian Capital Territory 
has all public schools fully funded, and Western Australia and 
the Northern Territory have recent agreements to do so by 2029,72 
which is too late for those needing it now. Government funding 
to public schools must adopt a staggered rollout (place-based 
segregation) that primarily targets communities with urgent 
socio-educational needs now.

Participating

Recommended policy action

Amend the electoral act to extend the compulsory voting age to 
16 years.

Issue

Children and young people, especially those from under-
represented communities, have limited power in decision-
making processes.73 The exclusion of children and young 
people’s voices from policies such as climate change,74 policies 
that increase wealth inequality (eg, negative gearing),75 and 
the COVID-19 pandemic76 has often led to retrospective regret, 

reactive measures, and detrimental effects on their current and 
future wellbeing. Despite being most acutely affected by these 
critical issues, their concerns are often overlooked due to the 
expediency of short term political decision making. This hinders 
the development of proactive and preventive policies needed 
to support the long term health and wellbeing of children and 
young people across generations.

Rationale

Voting is a political determinant of health, particularly for 
marginalised groups who are more likely to face health 
disparities and policy neglect and have decreased access 
to voting.77 Extending the voting age to 16 years would 
acknowledge young people’s basic democratic right to contribute 
to decisions that have an impact on their lives,78 promote civic 
engagement among youth, and strengthen the democratic 
foundations of our electoral system (Box 9).81,82 It would amplify 
their unique insights into the health challenges they face and 
how governments should respond83 and encourage politicians 
to better align their policies with young people’s concerns. 
Ultimately, this would promote more balanced investments 
in different ages and generations, including health strategies 
that are both preventive and proactive.77 Initiatives such as the 
“Make It 16” campaign, led by young people advocating for 
extending the voting age, exemplify young people’s desire for 
direct political participation to ensure their perspectives shape 
policies affecting their health and wellbeing.84

Positive sense of identity and culture

This section summarises information from SNAICC — National 
Voice for our Children’s recent Funding model options for ACCOs 
[Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Community-Controlled 
Organisations] integrated early years services, final report,85 with 
their permission.

Recommended policy action

Implement a dedicated funding model for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander community-controlled early years services across 

8  Domain: Learning and employment pathways — properly funding public schools
Targets Available measures Baseline data Source

•	 Schools that rank in the lowest 20th 
centile in terms of ICSEA (Index of 
Community Socio-educational Advantage) 
receive the full Schooling Resource 
Standard (SRS) funding by 2025

•	 All government schools receive full 
SRS funding by 2027, delivered using 
a staggered rollout based on socio-
economic status school rankings (2025: 
bottom 20th centile; 2026: 21st to 50th 
centile; 2027: 51st to 100th centile)

Proportion of public schools fully funded to 
a bare minimum (100% of the SRS) by 2027

2023: 1% Review of Better and Fairer 
Education System67

Proportion of Australian students attending 
a school with high concentrations of socio-
educationally disadvantaged students

2022: 14% Review of the National 
School Reform Agreement — 
study report68

Change in literacy and numeracy 
achievement gaps between socio-
educationally advantaged students as they 
progress from Year 3 to Year 9

2021: 1.9–4.9 years (reading); 
1.3–3.7 years (numeracy)

Australian Curriculum, 
Assessments and Reporting 
Authority68

9  Domain: Participating — extending the voting age to 16 years
Target Available measures Baseline data Source

Amendment of the Electoral Act to reduce 
the compulsory federal voting age to 16 
years

The proportion of young people aged 16–18 and 
18–24 years enrolled to vote

June 2024: 0% and 
90%

Australian Electoral 
Commission79

The proportion of young people aged 15–19 years 
participating in political groups and activities

2023: 3% Annual Mission Australia Youth 
Survey80
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the country to ensure these services are fully resourced to 
provide quality early learning and integrated services grounded 
in culture and community.

Issues

Participation in quality early learning environments has a 
positive impact on a child’s life outcomes and supports them to 
realise their full potential. Culture is a critical part of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander children’s development, identity and 
self-esteem and strengthens their overall health and wellbeing. 
For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families 
to experience cultural safety, early years services must be 
grounded in cultural frameworks that reflect the protocols and 
practices of local families and communities.

Rationale

ACCOs have offered holistic early childhood support for 
decades, continuing practices of nurturing care for children 
that have been central to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
cultures for millennia. These early learning services go well 
beyond the mainstream scope of childcare and early education 
to provide holistic wrap-around support for children, extended 
families and communities. They address gaps in the availability 
of culturally safe services, provide children with opportunities 
to grow up strong in their cultures and identities, and support 
families to navigate government and non-Indigenous service 
systems across areas including health, disability, social and 
community services. Current early childhood education and 
care funding models in Australia are predominantly individual 
child focused and market-driven, failing to provide for the 
whole of family and whole of community focus that is critical 
to overcoming the ongoing impacts of colonisation, racism 
and discrimination for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
families. Recent research by SNAICC, supported by economic 
modelling by Deloitte Access Economics, has recommended a 
dedicated funding model for ACCO early years services that 
incorporates block-based, needs-based and backbone support 
funding from a single funding source, coordinated between 
the Commonwealth, state and territory governments. Funding 
would be scaled up based on population, levels of community 
need, and the impacts of remoteness in each community, and 
would also include infrastructure planning to address gaps in 
service availability across the country. Reforming the funding 
model for ACCO early years services will enable these services 
to continue and grow to deliver holistic, wraparound services 
grounded in culture that support the positive identity, wellbeing 
and development of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
children (Box 10).

Environments and sustainable futures

Recommended policy action

Legislate an immediate end to all new fossil fuel projects in 
Australia.

Issues

Climate change, ecological degradation, migrating populations, 
conflict, and pervasive inequalities threaten the health and future 
of children and young people in every country.59 Worldwide, 
children will be most affected by disaster events, with an 
estimated one billion at extreme risk of experiencing negative 
impacts because of climate change and associated disasters.86 
The goal of keeping global warming under 1.5°C is almost lost, 
with leading scientists expecting current projections to be 3°C or 
greater with catastrophic impacts.87 It is notable that Australia 
is warming faster than other parts of the world — our average 
temperature increased by 1.44°C (standard deviation, 0.24°C) 
between 1910 and 2019.88 Under the current climate projections, 
heatwaves in Australia will increase between 29-fold and 42-fold 
by the end of the century.89

Australia ranks particularly poorly in terms of its climate 
policies and actions.90 For example, our consumption-based 
carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions since the Kyoto Protocol was 
adopted in 1997 were 14.8 tonnes per person per year, shamefully 
ranking us 39 out of 43 economically advanced countries.91 It 
is no wonder that most 18–24-year-olds (66%) do not think the 
federal government is doing enough to prepare and adapt to 
climate impacts.92

Rationale

The largest contributor to CO2 emissions is burning fossil fuels,93 
resulting in calls from the International Energy Agency,94 the 
United Nations,95 and leading scientists in Australia96 and 
around the world97 to end new fossil fuel development. Yet, the 
Australian Government continues to support the development 
of new coal, oil and gas projects in Australia (Box 11). Projects 
scheduled to begin before 2030 alone will add a further 1.4 billion 
tonnes of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere annually until 
2030.100 In 2023–2024, all Australian governments subsidised 
fossil fuel producers and major users by $14.5 billion, an 
increase of 31% in one year.20 Preventing any further new fossil 
fuel projects would not only help achieve genuine reductions 
in emissions but would save money that could be spent on 
transitions to clean energy,20 which is critically underfunded.90 
This is essential if we want a habitable world for our young and 
future generations.

10  Domain: Positive sense of identity and culture — implementing a funding model for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
community-controlled early years services

Closing the Gap targets Available measures Baseline data Source

•	 By 2031, increase the proportion of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 
assessed as developmentally on track in 
all five domains of the Australian Early 
Development Census to 55%

•	 By 2025, increase the proportion of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 
enrolled in Year Before Fulltime Schooling 
early childhood education to 95%

The proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children assessed as developmentally 
on track in all five domains of the AEDC

2021: 34% Closing the Gap Information 
Repository – Productivity 
Commission49

The number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander-focused integrated early years 
services that are ACCOs

2023: 107 Closing the Gap Information 
Repository – Productivity 
Commission49

AEDC = Australian Early Development Census; ACCOs = Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Community-Controlled Organisations. ◆
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Overarching policy action

Recommended policy action

Establish a federal Future Generations Commission 
with legislated powers to protect the interests of future  
generations.

Issue

In their Declaration on Future Generations, the United 
Nations recognises the need to safeguard the interests of 
future generations.101 However, no government department or  
level of government is accountable for Australia’s future 
generations, which often results in policy decisions lacking 
long term vision for short term economic gain.102,103 A recent 
survey of 1000 Australian adults found that 97% think  
current policies should consider the interests of future 
generations.104 Considering future generations in policies  
is also a tool for serving the needs of children and young 
people today as longer term vision will likely benefit them as 
they mature.105

Rationale for policy action

Many are advocating for a Future Generations Commission 
to ensure long term vision as a necessity of public policy, this 
includes parliamentarians (eg, Parliamentary Group for Future 
Generations)106 and organisations (eg, the Intergenerational 
Fairness Coalition).107 In Wales, the world’s first Future 
Generations Commissioner108 was appointed to act as a 
guardian for the interests of future generations and to support 
the public bodies listed in the Wellbeing of Future Generations 
(Wales) Act 2015.109,110 This position led to major reforms  
across portfolios in Wales, including transport planning, 
education and climate change. To ensure such a system 
could work in Australia requires the existence of legislative  
powers across portfolios to protect future generations. 
Consultation is underway across civil society and government 
to determine the best mechanism within Australia to do this. 
For instance, the Intergenerational Fairness Coalition107 has 
called for the establishment of a Commission but continues to 
consider the best legislative structure to protect the wellbeing 

of future generations. This could be a Commission or a 
Commissioner.107

Potential measure

A Future Generations Budget, modelled on the Women’s Budget 
Statement, would provide an annual tracker of progress.

Conclusion

Together, these evidence-based achievable policies would 
substantially improve children and young people’s health and 
wellbeing by 2030. They also build a strong foundation for 
future generations and provide co-benefits for all generations 
and society. Each year, in the MJA Future Healthy Countdown 
2030 Supplement, as well as reporting on the Countdown’s 
progress, we intend to produce a series of articles focusing on 
one of the seven domains of children and young people’s health 
and wellbeing. Each supplement will detail the issues and 
solutions for the domain to lay out the evidence base for action 
and drive advocacy. We hope the Countdown will help citizens 
advocate for change and ultimately hold politicians and policy 
makers accountable for their choices to value, or not to value, 
children and young people in our society.

Acknowledgements: This article is part of the 2024 MJA supplement on the Future 
Healthy Countdown 2030, which was funded by the Victorian Health Promotion 
Foundation (VicHealth) — a pioneer in health promotion that was established by the 
Parliament of Victoria as part of the Tobacco Act 1987, and an organisation that is 
primarily focused on promoting good health and preventing chronic disease for all. A 
number of authors are supported by National Health and Medical Research Council 
(NHMRC) Investigator grants, including Sharon Goldfeld (2026264), Susan Sawyer 
(1196999), Craig Olsson (APP1021480), Peter Azzopardi (2008574), Pasi Sahlberg 
(APP1193840).

VicHealth played a role in scoping and commissioning the articles contained in the 
supplement. NHMRC funders had no role in the study design, data collection and 
analysis, decision to publish, or preparation of the manuscript.

We thank all the experts who gave up their time to complete the survey and attend 
the Consensus Building Workshop.

Competing interests: No relevant disclosures.

Provenance: Not commissioned; externally peer reviewed. ■
© 2024 AMPCo Pty Ltd.

11  Domain: Environments and sustainable futures — legislating an immediate end to all new fossil fuel projects
Target Available measures Baseline data Source

No new fossil fuel (coal, oil or gas) 
projects scheduled to begin development 
that are funded by any Australian 
government

Number of new coal, oil and 
gas projects expected to begin 
production by 2030

2023: 92 Australian Government Resources and Energy 
Major Projects (REMP) list98

Year-on-year change in CO2 
emissions

2022 to 2023: 5.67 million 
tonnes (increase)

Australia: CO2 and greenhouse gas emissions 
(Our World in Data)93

Annual percentage of 
Australia’s electricity produced 
through renewable sources

2023: 36% Australia: Energy (Our World in Data)99

CO2 = carbon dioxide. ◆
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