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About

The Northern Territory Mental Health Coalition (The Coalition) is the peak body for community managed mental
health services across the Northern Territory. We work in collaboration with a wide network of community mental
health organisations, people with lived experience, and their families and supporters. As a peak body, the Coalition
ensures a strong voice for member organisations and a reference point for governments on all issues relating to
the provision of mental health services in the Northern Territory. The Coalition provides advice and inputinto
mental health care policy and associated challenges around service delivery to all levels of government and
contributes to national mental health networks and associated peak bodies.

For more information or clarification, please contact Geoff Radford, Chief Executive Officer on 08 8948 2246 or
ceo@ntmhc.org.au

Overview

The NT Mental Health Coalition welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the 2026-27 Commonwealth
Budget process. This submission focuses on two interrelated priorities that are essential to improving mental health
outcomes, reducing pressure on acute systems, and delivering value for public investment: first, addressing the
significant unmet need for psychosocial supports for people who are ineligible for the National Disability Insurance
Scheme (NDIS); and second, strengthening the capability, sustainability and effectiveness of the community mental
health workforce through a coordinated uplift in training and professional development.

These priorities are mutually reinforcing. Without access to appropriate psychosocial supports, people experience
worsening distress, disengagement from services, and increased reliance on crisis and hospital-based care.
Without a well-trained and supported workforce, community mental health services are unable to deliver the
quality, culturally responsive and recovery-oriented supports required to meet growing and increasingly complex
need, particularly in regional and remote contexts such as the Northern Territory.

Funding psychosocial supports for people outside the NDIS

A substantial cohort of Australians with mental ill health experience significant functional impairment but do not
meet the access criteria for the NDIS. The recent national analysis conducted by Health Policy Analysis (HPA)
provides robust evidence that this “missing middle” represents a large and persistent gap in the mental health
system. The report estimates that hundreds of thousands of people require psychosocial supports to live

independently, participate socially and economically, and sustain recovery, yet currently receive little or no ongoing
assistance outside of episodic clinical care.
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The consequences of this unmet need are well documented. People without access to psychosocial supports are
more likely to experience housing instability, unemployment, social isolation and repeated presentations to
emergency departments and inpatient units. In the Northern Territory, where rates of psychological distress are
higher than the national average and service access is constrained by geography and workforce shortages, these
impacts are magnified. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, people living in poverty, and those in regional
and remote communities are disproportionately affected.

Targeted Commonwealth investment in psychosocial supports outside the NDIS is a cost-effective and evidence-
based response. The HPA analysis demonstrates that relatively modest per-person investment in community-based
psychosocial supports can prevent escalation to higher-cost acute care, improve quality of life, and support
participation in employment and community life. Such investment aligns with the objectives of the National Mental
Health and Suicide Prevention Agreement and would contribute directly to easing pressure on state and territory
health systems.

The Coalition recommends that the 2026-27 Budget include dedicated, ongoing funding for psychosocial
supports for people who are ineligible for the NDIS, with allocation mechanisms that recognise higher costs in
regional and remote settings and support delivery through trusted community-based organisations.

Strengthening the community mental health workforce through training and
capability development

The effectiveness of psychosocial supports and broader community mental health services is contingent on a
capable, stable and well-supported workforce. Evidence from the Northern Territory indicates this foundation is
currently fragile. Workforce research and sector evaluations consistently show that community mental health workers
are underqualified relative to role complexity, face limited access to relevant training, and experience high levels of
burnoutand turnover.

Recent Northern Territory-specific research, including the attached workforce report, highlights systemic gaps in
professional development pathways, inconsistent standards across organisations, and a lack of coordinated
guidance on the knowledge and skills required to work effectively in community mental health. These findings are
reinforced by the Coalition’s 2023 workforce survey and evaluation of the Mental Health Skills Build program, which
identified training access and capability development as critical retention and quality issues for the sector.

Other jurisdictions have responded to similar challenges by developing core competency or capability frameworks
that articulate the skills, values and knowledge required for community mental health practice, aligned to local
context and population need. In Queensland and Victoria, these frameworks have provided a shared foundation for
workforce development, informed training investment, and improved consistency and quality across services.

The NT Mental Health Coalition proposes Commonwealth investment to support the co-design and development of
a Northern Territory Core Competency Framework for the community mental health workforce. This framework would
be tailored to the unique social, cultural and geographic context of the NT and informed by existing evidence,
including Aboriginal-led workforce research currently underway through Charles Darwin University and the Northern
Territory Primary Health Network.

Building on this framework, the Coalition would coordinate the development and delivery of a structured suite of
training modules aligned to identified competencies. Priority areas include culturally responsive practice, trauma-
informed and recovery-oriented care, human rights-based approaches to mental health, understanding social
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determinants, dual diagnosis capability, crisis and suicide response, and de-escalation skills. Training would be
delivered on a cyclical basis to ensure accessibility for staff across organisations and regions, including those
experiencing workforce churn.

This approach would strengthen workforce capability, improve service quality and safety, enhance retention, and
increase the return on investment in psychosocial supports. It would also consolidate the Coalition’s role as a trusted
workforce development partner, leveraging existing relationships with Aboriginal community-controlled
organisations, universities, registered training organisations and service providers.

The Coalition proposes funding for a 12-month project officer role to lead the co-design and development of the
framework, establish partnerships, and coordinate initial training development.

Conclusion

Investment in psychosocial supports outside the NDIS, alongside a targeted uplift in community mental health
workforce capability, represents a coherent and evidence-based package of reform. Together, these measures
would address a critical service gap, strengthen system sustainability, and improve outcomes for people with
mental ill health, particularly those currently underserved by existing arrangements. The NT Mental Health Coalition
urges the Commonwealth Government to prioritise these investments in the 2026-27 Budget.
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