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Executive Summary
The Mental Health Community Coalition of the ACT (MHCC ACT) is the peak body for community-managed mental health organisations in the ACT. Many of our members support families experiencing psychological distress, trauma, and disadvantage. While we are not a specialist family services provider, we welcome the opportunity to respond to DSS’s proposed new approach.
MHCC ACT strongly supports DSS’s intention to reshape the system toward early intervention, prevention, local collaboration and clearer pathways for families. These directions are overdue and align well with what our sector has advocated for over many years.
At the same time, the proposed approach carries risks for local, place-based service ecosystems, and continuity of psychosocial services. The model also needs stronger framing around local decision-making and long-term system stewardship to ensure the reforms deliver genuine change on the ground.
Our comments focus on three areas:
1. Local, place-based ecosystems must be protected and strengthened
2. Psychosocial supports must be recognised as a distinct and essential part of family wellbeing
3. Relational contracting must support continuity, capability and long-term system change

1. Strengthen and Safeguard Local, Place-Based Ecosystems
Local community organisations hold the trust of families who are disconnected from mainstream systems. The new approach emphasises local partnerships, but national commissioning could unintentionally centralise decision making or favour large providers over smaller ACT-based organisations with stronger community ties. This could weaken the locally driven, relationship-based models essential to effective early intervention.
The framework must ensure place-based planning is binding, local voices shape commissioning, and smaller local community organisations are not displaced. Stable local ecosystems are essential for reaching families experiencing marginalisation, trauma, or intergenerational disadvantage.

2. Protect Psychosocial and Specialist Mental Health Expertise
The consolidation of programs, including Family Mental Health Support Services, into a single national initiative risks diluting the specialist psychosocial knowledge and recovery-oriented practice needed when mental ill-health affects parents, children, or caregivers.
Psychosocial services are different to clinical mental health services in that they sit between community support and clinical care. They focus on functional recovery, social connection, daily living, and participation, not just diagnosis or symptom management, and are critical for preventing escalation into tertiary mental health, child protection, or crisis systems.
The reforms could unintentionally replicate the gaps seen outside the NDIS - where psychosocial services often disappear because they sit in a grey zone between clinical and community. These elements must remain visible and adequately funded within the new program model. Families experiencing psychosocial disability or persistent functional impairment will not have their needs met through clinical interventions alone. The new model must explicitly include psychosocial service types within the mental health stream. 

3. Reform Governance and Commissioning Must Enable Long-Term Capability and Stability
The new approach proposes welcome reforms, including longer contracts and better system stewardship to expand the sector’s ability to collaborate, plan, and build capability. However, the success of the entire reform depends on governance that:
· Ensures continuity for families during transition
· Avoids funding churn, which destabilises the workforce and erodes trust
· Provides safeguards around co-design and relational contracting, to ensure genuine local participation rather replicating current processes
· transparent and ongoing engagement between DSS, providers, lived experience leadership and sector peaks  
· Aligns with existing ACT government reform work- such as the Child, youth and Family Services Program (CYFSP) and the NGO Mental Health Commissioning rounds- to avoid duplication and confusion

Conclusion
[image: ]
[image: ]
DSS’s new approach presents a promising foundation for strengthening family wellbeing across Australia. By reinforcing local ecosystems, recognising psychosocial supports as essential to prevention, and establishing governance that enables stable collaboration, this reform can deliver meaningful and lasting benefits for families and children in the ACT and beyond.
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