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ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF COUNTRY
As a community embedded organisation, we recognise the
traditional custodians of the lands we live and work on.
To the ancestors and elders past, present and emerging of Biripi,
Dunghutti, Gumbainggir, Bundjalung and Yaegl people we pay
our respects. We also acknowledge the First Nation Australian
colleagues who give meaning and purpose to the work we do in
the community.
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952

315

422

44,365

1781

160

Parents
supported

SUMMARY
OF THE YEAR
2019-20

Jobseekers
placed into
employment

Jobseekers
supported

WE SUPPORTED
OVER

2,400

LOCAL PEOPLE
TO LIVE A
STRONG LIFE
LAST YEAR
4

NDIS
participants
supported

Hours of
support
to NDIS participants

People
employed
across our region

OUR STRATEGIC DIRECTION 2019-20
Engagement

Growth

Innovation

Continued engagement with our
community through traditional
and innovative platforms
for greater connection and
understanding of their
unique needs

Exploration of growth
opportunities including regional
expansion, whilst staying true to
our organisations core capabilities
of employment, disability and
mental health support

Implementation of innovative
technologies to enhance current
and developing service delivery,
remaining agile and responsive to
changing economic and cultural
landscapes
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we were able to sustain our
operations throughout this
critical period, recording a
growth in overall financial
performance and an expansion
of our workforce.
CHESS Connect remains in a
strong and vibrant position to
continue to excel in assisting
our service users and regional
communities. With industry
leading customer satisfaction
ratings we continue to provide
local people and businesses
with access to professional,
outcome driven employment

Our teams commenced the
financial year focused on our
strategic plan to build our
expertise and service quality
by specialising in our core
programs of employment,
disability and wellbeing
services.
Toward the end of 2019
our teams delivered rapid
6

response to the impacts felt
by the community during the
height of the bushfire and
pandemic crises. An operational
contingency plan was put in
place to ensure the safety of
our staff and customers, with
on-going continuity of service
delivery through new digital
and remote mediums.
We provided critical support to
meet the health and financial
impacts of COVID 19 for both
our service users and our teams
of staff across our regional
footprint.
Our internal Wellbeing team
moved swiftly to provide a
framework of support to our
staff, assisting them to manage
their physical and mental
wellbeing in a rapidly changing

During crisis, innovation and
collaboration came to the
forefront of our operations,
developing and exploring
new opportunities for our
organisation.
Leveraging the existing
expertise of our people, we
developed and expanded our
professional service offerings
to assist those experiencing

trauma or unemployment
caused by the bushfire and
pandemic crises.
We extend our sincere thanks
and acknowledgment to
all members of staff, our
management team and the
board of directors for the
caring and vigilant service and
commitment to our vision –
Strong Life.
Linda Kirkwood
Chair
Paul Kelly
CEO

FINANCIAL SNAPSHOT

WELCOME
The 19/20 financial year
was characterised by
the rewarding outcomes
achieved by our service
users, together with
CHESS Connects’
proactive response to the
challenges posed by the
regional bushfires and
COVID-19 crisis.

services, driving resilience
within the business sector in
social and economic times not
experienced in generations.

work environment.
Our NDIS Support Workers
provided essential services to
people in the community living
with disability to help them
understand, accept and adapt
to current events.
Our Employment Services
team worked to maintain
engagement with current
and new customers, adapting
services to meet unprecedented
challenges in a job market
that have never been more
competitive.
Throughout this disruption, our
teams were able to navigate the
challenges presented to them,
whilst still working towards
our strategic goals. With agile
management and planning

CHESS Connect’s financial result for the 19/20 financial year was an operating surplus of
$379,940. The previous financial year was an operating loss of $531,180.
The improvement in financial performance was driven by a growth in NDIS services and
the lift in financial performance of the new services established in the Hastings region in
the prior two years.
Total revenue also included the government cash flow boost of $50,000 to support
business during the COVID crisis and a 10% hourly rate increase in the NDIS scheme for
select customer supports.
The growth in revenue, management of costs and operating surplus has been achieved
despite the impact caused by the regional bushfires and the COVID 19 crisis.

16.89%
Increase in
revenue

11.6%
Increase in
staff wages

$1.9M
in
reserves

The financial impacts from COVID – 19 are expected to continue into the future. CHESS Connect will
prudently manage financial performance and pursue new service and funding opportunities that
are needed in the community and also complement our existing range of services and support.
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OUR VISION
Waaru-biin waalaway-gam, bangarr-daandurr, nyangganmuguu: yanggidam girraalgay-gurra-w, ngalan-ngirraw
minyaagu: guunuwaygam nyangganabaygu’

– Gumbainggir

People with disadvantage, mental illness or disability have the
opportunity and support to take control of their lives.

CONNECTING THROUGH
EXTRAORDINARY TIMES

CHESS Connect is dedicated to guiding and mentoring members of our community towards a fulfilling
life of social inclusion, self reliance and wellness. This is reflected by our motto of ‘Strong Life’.
Strong connections are the foundation of health, wellbeing and resilience. This is what drives us
forward as a for purpose, not for profit organisation.
We connect with community, we connect with business and most importantly, we connect with
people.

OUR PURPOSE
To build the capacity of each person we work with so they can achieve their version of a ‘Strong Life’
that aligns with their goals and abilities.
To provide the very best in person-centric, strength-based services to local people living with
disadvantage, disability, injury or illness.
To connect with and support regional businesses so they can build healthy, productive and thriving
workplaces.
To continue to grow, learn and move forward as an organisation, building our collective knowledge
and resources to support our community and regional industry.
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TAREE – TREE BY
THE RIVER

home to a growing population
and significant agricultural
interest.

after the bushfires to see how
the community came together
during extraordinary times.

Located 300kms south
of Sydney, the historical
town of Taree lies at the
centre of the Manning
Valley, abundant with rich
natural resources.

It was here in Taree in late 2019
that locals found themselves
facing catastrophic firestorms
that raged across the region
for weeks on end, destroying
houses, farmlands and
livelihoods.

“It was really amazing how the
community came together
during the bushfires, people
in town opened their doors to
friends for however long they
needed.”

The name Taree comes from
the traditional custodians of
the land, the Biripi people.
Derived from the word
‘tareebit’ meaning tree by the
river, it speaks to the ancient
Sandpaper Figs that wind their
way alongside the banks of the
Manning River.

The NSW 2019/20 fire season
saw millions of hectares of
bush and farmland raised and
whole townships displaced
as firefighters and volunteers
raced to save lives and property.

From the wilds of its National
Parks and subtropical rainforest,
to sprawling farmlands and
picturesque riverside, Taree is

COMMUNITY SPIRIT
TAKES FLIGHT
Local CHESS Connect
ParentsNext Mentor Mandy
Bradley was in Taree during and

The showgrounds opened for
people who were unable to go
home. Many members of the
community started donating
their time, food and essentials
to the families who had been
evacuated, some so quickly
they were unable to take
anything with them as they
left. Community groups and
volunteers banded together
to create a supportive and safe
environment in the face of
disaster.
9
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The concern and praise for
emergency services was
everywhere, with people
donating what they could even
down to eye drops and Vaseline
for the firefighters who worked
so tirelessly even when they
were exhausted.
After the fires, neighbourhood
centres, community and church
groups stepped up to provide
information and assistance.
Strong alliances were forged,
offering many inclusive
activities for locals, helping
support a sense of hope,
renewal and connection.
Mandy remembers a global
church from Forster/Tuncurry
who dropped in and asked if
they could help cut down burnt
trees.
“They said they had been
talking that morning and
wanted to do something to
help. So they decided to grab
their chainsaws, head out and
door knock!
We spent the afternoon
cutting and piling wood from
trees burnt but not fallen.
We then followed up with a
cup of tea and nibbles on the
veranda - laughing, talking and
connecting - a very special time.
It was these moments of peace
and laughter when sitting down
with cuppa and chatting that
helped us forget about the
devastation and the huge job of
rebuilding that loomed ahead.”
It wasn’t just community groups
chipping in to help either.
Individuals and families were
10

posting to social media, finding
out where they could help.
Families outside of the fire zone
opened up their homes to those
who has lost theirs or couldn’t
return. People came together
to organise hay and water
deliveries for cattle, horses and
pets and a campaign ran where
members of the community
could ‘buy a bale’ which was
then donated and delivered to
the areas that needed them.

A COMMUNITY IN
QUARANTINE
COVID-19 came along close to
when the local community was
getting ‘back to normal’ after
the bushfires. The pandemic
restrictions were particularly
hard for parents and families
with young and school aged
children now confined to their
homes.
The CHESS Connect ParentsNext
team was there to assist with
care packs and resources for
study to take place in the home.
ParentsNext is a program that
helps parents engage with
their community and prepare
for employment by the time
their children transition to
school. Our mentors do this
by connecting with eligible
parents and providing resources
and frameworks for parents
to participate in social and
community activities, access
training, education and work
experience.
Mentor Mandy Bradley
remembers her time engaging
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with parents during the
pandemic.
“The biggest thing I noticed
was the majority of the parents
we support were still active.
There seemed to be more time
for virtual appointments and a
lot of calls turned into a check
in and catch up as people were
feeling either socially isolated
or happy to be locked down but
really enjoying a chat.”
Connection and access to
mental health supports and
affordable housing continues to
be a challenge after the bushfire
crisis and the ongoing impacts
of the pandemic – especially for
those who prefer face to face or
group contact.
During conversations with
parents and families, Mandy
was also able to pick up if
anything seemed unusual,
such as suspected domestic
violence or substance abuse,
and provide a safe space for
discussion.
“Throughout this time I felt
more depth and connection
with the contact I made with
local families. Probably because
we had all had the shared
trauma of the bushfires and the
pandemic.”
Mandy’s experience is just
one of many from Taree where
recovery within the region is
still taking place. Grassroot
community groups, as well
as established organisations
like CHESS Connect continue
initiatives support and bring the
community together.

THINGS YOU OWNED ‘BEFORE THE FIRE’.
Things you owned ‘before the fire’.
Routines you had.
Birds you fed and adored ‘they can’t just walk into Coles,
Lucinda’ you used to say, whenever I bugged you about
saving the bananas.
Books you enjoyed. Over and over again.
Things that didn’t scare you.
Flowers you smelt.
Things you grew.
Trails you walked.
Clothes you loved.
The stupid old faded green backpack you adventured with.
Fences you built from scratch.
Games you played with your grandchildren,
that no longer exist.
Sentimental items that your parents or grandparents
or great grandparents had left, especially for you.
Things you reached for, used, loved, held, looked at,
slept in, read, sat on, drank out of, opened.
Ashes of loved ones that you weren’t quite ready
to let go of just yet.
But that was all before the fire.
What does your life become afterwards, when so much
of what made you YOU is gone?
Taree Local Lucinda Fisher whose parents lost their family home
during the 2019/20 bushfires.
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FINDING INDEPENDENCE
WITH PARENTSNEXT
The Australian
Government’s Parents Next
program is designed to help
parents with young children
set family and employment
goals and prepare for work
before their children enter
primary school. As Parents
Next providers, our mentors
also support families
to connect with their
community and access other
services they may need
such as health, education,
housing, childcare and other
social supports.

KICKSTARTING
CONFIDENCE
Alena* was a single mother of 4,
living in Kempsey when she was
12

referred to Parents Next. While
she had lots of experience
in the home caring for her
young family, she didn’t have
a work history or employment
experience. When Alena
connected with CHESS Connect
Mentor Karen she was very
shy and self-conscious. Living
with a hearing impairment that
affected her confidence, Alena
had found herself isolated and
disconnected socially.
Recognising that Alena needed
to build her confidence, mentor
Karen first encouraged her to
start exploring ways where
she could begin to connect
with other mums and people
in her community. It was clear
that opening up opportunities
for Alena to meet with others
would assist both herself and

her family. As someone who
has been isolated, entering
a program can be unfamiliar
and overwhelming, but Karen
was able to find activities and
pathways that suited Alena
and worked at a pace that was
comfortable for her. Karen’s
role as a Parents Next Mentor
included regular check ins with
Alena and her family, referral
to other community programs,
advocacy and support for Alena
to start setting goals that would
benefit herself and her children.
Soon, Alena was participating in
a ‘Mums and Bubs’ community
arts and crafts group where she
was able to bring her young
daughter and socialise with
other women. As well as social
engagement and exposure to
different experiences, Alena was

able to explore her creativity,
creating tapestries, weaving
and scrapbooking.

on guiding role of home tutor
to support him through this
transition.

FROM SELFCONCIOUS TO
SELF-ASSURED

Her skill and natural aptitude for
this role was recognised by the
program mentor who sought
to engage Alena as a trainee
whilst she and her son were still
in the program. Over 10 months
Alena accessed training in early
childhood and professional
development.

As her confidence grew, Alena
engaged with an early learning
and parenting program that
helps parents and their children
prepare for their first year in
Primary School. By engaging
in the program Alena and her
family were able to access
resources to prepare for school
and play-based educational
activities that are delivered in a
structured, home environment.
Alena’s young son was getting
ready to start Kindergarten and
she was empowered to take

At the end of the program
Alena was offered employment
to become a Home Tutor
and Mentor, using her lived
experience as a mum to support
other parents and children in
her community.
Since then, Alena has gone
on to take the next step in her
career, enrolling in TAFE to
study Cert IV in Community

Services which will broaden her
career prospects and provide
a foundation for her to keep
moving forward with her family.
Alena credits her success to the
understanding and flexibility of
her employers and the support
she received from her Parents
Next Mentor. The nature of her
work allows her to effectively
manage her commitments
to her job and her parental
responsibility as a single mum.
Having built confidence in
her own abilities and with
her community, Alena looks
forward to supporting other
local parents like herself, and
building a life of independence
with her family.
*name changed to protect
privacy

PARENTS NEXT SNAPSHOT
Our high performing ParentsNext service is now maturing in its provision of support to
parents re-entering the workforce across the Mid Coast and Mid North Coast region of
NSW. Our professionally skilled and dedicated team of mentors assist the parents we work
with to achieve their stated goals in vocational education and pathways to employment.

952
Parents

supported

$190K
Assistance
for parents

403
Courses

undertaken

143
Parents supported
into employment
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GIVING YOUTH A FAIR GO
BEHIND THE
BEAUTY
The breezy seaside town
of Woolgoolga - or ‘Woopi’
to the locals - is home to
some of the NSW’s most
picturesque beach and
rainforest landscapes
– not to mention the
hotly anticipated annual
Curryfest! 20 minutes

north of Coffs Harbour,
Woolgoolga’s beauty
offers a sought-after
lifestyle. But behind
its beauty, the region
hides a startling statistic,
the highest youth
unemployment rate in the
state.
Last year, the Coffs Harbour –
Grafton regions were declared a
youth employment hotspot for

young people within the ages
of 15-25 with an unemployment
rate of 23.3%. Double the state
and national averages, the
region is second in the nation
in youth unemployment, after
Outback Queensland. Across
the region, almost 1 in 4 young
people are underemployed or
unemployed.

FOCUS ON ABILITY
& OPPORTUNITY
For business owner Alan Hartl,
investing in the local economy
and its people is important
to the sustainability of his
franchise.
Joint owner of variety store
franchise ‘Crazy Sam’s’ Alan
owns and managers stores
across the region. One of his
store fronts is nestled close to
the CHESS Connect office in
Woolgoolga.
Alan engaged with CHESS
Connect Disability Employment
Recruitment Partner Daniela
late in 2019 to explore ways
they could work together
to give young people in
Woolgoolga an opportunity at
employment.

PATHWAYS TO
SUCCESS
Daniela introduced the PaTH
Internship initiative early on as
a way to support both young
people entering the workforce
and employers looking to give
youth a fair go.
14

PaTH Internships – Prepare, Trial
and Hire are short placements
in the workplace that give
young people an opportunity
to demonstrate their skills to
a potential employer, develop
vocational skills and improve
their employment prospects. At
the same time, employers have
the opportunity to trial young
job seekers in a structured work
experience placement, to see
if they are the right fit for their
business.
“Before speaking with Daniela,
I had never heard of PaTH, but
she simplified the process and
took care of the details and put
everything in place” says Alan.
The CHESS Connect Team
further supported the success of
the program, securing referrals
for the business and ensuring
the Workplace Risk Assessments
met the required standards.

Soon, Crazy Sam’s was home to
two new interns.
The new interns were given
general shop assistant duties
initially for the first couple of
weeks, receiving training on
managing stock levels, general
cleaning, merchandise and
eventually progressing to
customer service and working
on the registers for suitable
applicants.
“There’s a good feeling about
doing something right, and
about giving people an
opportunity that wouldn’t
otherwise have it,” says Alan.
Alan recently offered
employment to the two young
interns after their completion
of the PaTH internship. For Alan,
making the decision to embark
on a PaTH internship with CHESS
Connect was an easy one.

“From a business perspective,
especially due to the increased
demands on our staff during
COVID with COVID Safe
practices, the PaTH Internship
program allowed us to have
extra people on the floor.”
“For the jobseeker, it’s a chance
to reskill and build your
resume,” says Alan. “See the
bigger picture – you’re getting
an opportunity. And if you do
the right thing, work hard – you
might just get a permanent
placement.”
For the employer – Alan says to
look past stereotypes.
“COVID has changed the
employment landscape. These
days, you can’t just look at
a resume and see gaps in
employment as a bad thing or
question why someone hasn’t
been working. At the end of
the day, just give them a go.”

EMPLOYMENT SERVICE SNAPSHOT
CHESS Connect Employment Services that operated across the last finance year include
our Disability Employment Services and our Smart Skilled and Hired Youth Employment
Program. These services continued to perform very well against the national average and
program expectations, despite the very challenging bushfire and COVID 19 situations
experienced across the CHESS Connect footprint for a majority of the year.

1781
Jobseekers
supported

422
Jobseekers placed
into employment

44
Employment service
staff employed

15

CHESS CONNECT | ANNUAL REPORT 2019-20

CHESS CONNECT | STRONG LIFE

HIDDEN TREASURES
The National Disability
Insurance Scheme is the
most profound social
reform of our generation,
providing more than half
a million Australians with
the resources to improve
their lives.
The NDIS supports people living
with disability based on their
individual needs. This includes
support for daily activities,
transport, workplace assistance,

mobility and modifications and
therapeutic needs.
Disability Support Workers
play a crucial role in the
Scheme, assisting people with
disability with their everyday
living. As trusted mentors,
Support Workers offer support
and companionship, working
towards meaningful life goals
that are guided by their clients,
to help them build reliance,
engage with community and
reach their individual goals.

A PASSION FOR
DISCOVERY
CHESS Connect Disability
Support Worker John Cooke
loves getting his clients
outdoors so they can become
more active and engaged with
nature. He works with his client,
Jamie Goolmeeze to explore the
local history of Coffs Harbour by
getting to know what’s under
the ground.
Motivated by Jamie’s passion
for learning about the past, the
two are often found wandering
around the local parks and
coastal paths with a metal
detector. Some of the spaces
they explore have been used
as recreational areas for up to a
hundred years so they’ve come
up with some excellent finds.
“My favourites are the coins we
dig up, says Jamie. There are all
kinds. Some are new, some are
old, like the 1948 half penny
we found at Coffs Creek. We
sometimes find foreign coins,
like Euros or American quarters.
It’s fun to imagine how they got
there!”
Jamie has really honed his
skills using the detectors and
finding targets over the last few
months. “I use the big detector
to tell me where something is,”
he explains, “And then when
you start digging you have
to use a smaller pin-pointer
because the targets can be
really tiny and sometimes they
are hard to see.”

16

HARD WORK AND
DETERMINATION
Guided by Jamie’s interests,
John has encouraged him to
build his skills and find lessons
in the work they do. As well as
the benefits of fresh air, exercise
and social connection, Jamie
has also learned about hard
work and determination while
detecting. “The only thing I
don’t like,” he says “is finding
bottle tops and ‘canslaw’.

That’s the detectorist’s term
for mashed bits of tin cans. But
my support worker and I like to
make sure any rubbish or plastic
gets shifted to the bin. That way
we’re helping the environment
too.”
John continues to support
Jamie and other young people
in the Coffs Harbour region,
helping them explore their
interests, boost their social and
community engagement and

build healthy habits that will
last a lifetime.

“Helping people living
with disability feel more
confident and connected
with community is the
most rewarding part of
my role.”
- John Cooke,
CHESS Connect
Disability Support Worker.

NDIS SNAPSHOT
CHESS Connect NDIS Services has gone from strength to strength this past financial year
with significant growth in our income and support offerings. We continue to receive
positive feedback from NDIA and work well with other providers to get the best outcome
possible for our Participants. Our NDIS team rose to the challenge and supported our
customers through fire, flood and pandemic. Demonstrating our commitment to see
people live a life of inclusion and connection, this financial year saw many new entrants
to the scheme who have had very little support previous to NDIS. Looking to the
future CHESS Connect NDIS will be focusing on growing and developing our Support
Coordination and Direct Services.

315
NDIS

Participants

44365
Hours of support to
NDIS Participants

50%
Growth
in income
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SUPPORTING TRAUMA
INFORMED WORKPLACES
Trauma Informed Practice
recognises the emotional
and psychological wounds
we sustain during our
lives, how we think about
them, and how they can
impact our emotional,
physical and social
development.
In the last financial year,
Workplace Wellbeing
Specialist Emily Dever added
‘Introductory Trauma Informed
Practice’ workshops to the
suite of ‘Mentally Healthy
Workplace’ workshops offered
by CHESS Connect. This brings
a new focus to our offerings
supporting mental health in the
workplace.
Trauma Informed Practice
acknowledges both the macro
18

health system consequences
and the micro daily life
consequences of trauma from how we interact with
others to how we respond in
times of stress. It provides a
strengths-based framework
that acknowledges the impacts
of trauma while providing a
roadmap to improved service
design and delivery.
Education on how to engage
with customers through a
trauma informed lens supports
the delivery of services that
are effective, respectful and
person centred. This in turn
promotes better outcomes
in customer experiences and
customer retention, as well as
increasing staff morale and
their confidence to manage
challenging interactions.

“We recognised that increasing
the awareness, knowledge and
competency around Trauma
Informed Practice within the
workplace supports positive
outcomes for customers, staff
and the organisation as whole.
Being Trauma Informed is
of particular importance for
businesses operating across our
footprint, many of whom have
been directly affected by the
bushfires and the pandemic, or
deliver services to customers
have.”
The CHESS Connect Trauma
Informed Practice Working
Group have been sharing
Trauma Informed content
every month in support our
own internal teams, to develop
greater depth in our work
practices and for the personal
wellbeing of our people.

PSYCHOSOCIAL
SUPPORT
PSYCHOSOCIAL CONTINUITY OF
SUPPORT SNAPSHOT
Our Psychosocial Continuity of Support (PCoS) programme is designed to support those
who did not meet Psychosocial eligibility criteria for the NDIS or chose not to test their
eligibility. CHESS Connect Mental Health specialists, including peer workers with lived
experience, support people from Kempsey to the Clarence Valley.

86
PCoS participants
supported

15
Participants

engaged with NDIS
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