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Acknowledgement of Country 
We acknowledge and pay our respects to the traditional owners of the lands across NSW where 
we advocate and provide services, particularly the Gadigal people of the Eora Nation — 
traditional owners of the land upon which our office is located. 
 

About COTA  
The Council on the Ageing NSW (COTA NSW) is the peak organisation for people over 50 in 
NSW. We are an independent, consumer-based non-government organisation. We work with 
politicians, policy makers, service providers and the media to make sure the views of older 
people are heard and acted on.  
 
COTA NSW is a member of the COTA Federation, which includes COTA Australia and all the 
State and Territory COTAs. The COTA Federation collectively sets the vision, mission and 
values of all the COTA organisations. COTA NSW focuses on state-based issues and those 
relating to NSW Government policies, programs and services. 
 

Our values 
 
• Respect 
• Diversity 
• Equity 
• Collaborative engagement   
• Integrity 

 
COTA NSW 
ABN 31 090 328 955 
WRITE PO Box Q349 Queen Victoria Building Sydney NSW 1230 
PHONE (02) 9286 3860 
REGIONAL FREECALL 1800 449 102 (regional free call) 
EMAIL info@cotansw.com.au 
WEBSITE cotansw.com.au
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This year once again COTA NSW 
supported, influenced and led people 
and their communities across NSW.  
 
As a Board we have spent time reflecting on the 
year, assessing the achievements of our members, 
our community leaders, our supporters and our 
team. It isn’t always easy governing a small, 
independent member driven organisation. But it 
can be very rewarding.  
 
This year we amplified the voices of people over 
50 to candidates vying for a role in the NSW 
Parliament. We led important conversations. We 
brought people together and agreed on how to 
better influence public policy. We gathered the 
evidence through our research activities. We 
created opportunities for our supporters to engage 
and we provided much needed independent and 
impartial information when people needed it most.  
 
As a Board we listened to older people, to the 
experts and to the evidence. We have shaped a 
strategy to enable us to build a movement, 
remove the barriers and enable positive ageing.   
 
We are indebted to the outgoing Board leaders 
who have led the organisation through significant 
change. We acknowledge the exemplary service 
of Joan Hughes (retiring President), Laurie 
Axford (retiring Vice President), Geoff Banting 
(retiring Treasurer) and Raymond Lim (Director).  
Their collective efforts have helped to build a 
solid organisation for the future.   
 

 

Joan Hughes led COTA NSW, is Co-chair of the 
Federation of COTA organisations and is a Board 
member of COTA Australia. Her knowledge of the 
issues impacting on people over 50 and the 
complex service systems in which COTA NSW 
operates framed her invaluable contribution.   
 
As a Board we also recognise and thank fellow 
Director, Elfa Moraitakis who steps down as a 
Board member but will continue as a Board 
Advisor in 2024. Elfa will guide and support our 
newly elected Board members and also advise 
COTA NSW on better ways to reach and represent 
NSW’s changing and diverse communities. 
  
We also pause to recognise and thank our 
leadership team. Marika Kontellis CEO and Dr 
Gary Jacobson, Business Strategic Advisor for 
their leadership. They have helped us meet our 
obligations, represent our vision and manage 
within constraints and challenges. We look 
forward to supporting them and the COTA NSW 
team into the future.  
  
We are incredibly proud to have been part of  
COTA NSW over this period and to be part of 
this critical consumer movement. We approach 
the new year with enthusiasm, confidence and 
determination to lead this important “movement” 
of people over 50 to success. We welcome our 
Directors as we have renewed the Board to 
support the reinvigorated delivery of our strategy 
for the people over 50 in NSW: a growing 
segment of society.    
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MESSAGE FROM THE BOARD

The role of this member-led peak organisation is to be inspired 
and animated by the voices and ideas of people over 50. 

Dr Stephen Ginsborg, COTA NSW Board member



Thank you for the opportunity to say 
farewell and share some of the 
highlights and achievements whilst 
being a Board Director for nine years, 
and seven years as President.  
 
Firstly, can I sincerely thank Sara Graham, life 
member and previous Board Director. When I 
returned to Sydney from many years in Canberra, 
Sara mentioned there was a vacancy on the 
Board. After being interviewed, I was accepted as 
a new Director. What a privilege and honour it 
has been to govern and lead COTA NSW, an 
essential organisation to represent the needs and 
interests of people over 50 in NSW by securing 
funding for programs and services. 
 
Highlights and achievements 
There have been many changes to policies and 
services affecting older people where COTA NSW 
has been an influencer, sometimes just by us, but 
often in partnership with other organisations. Our 
policy influence has always been based on evidence, 
mostly through our 50 +reports where we have 
spoken to and surveyed thousands of older people. 
It is older people who have told us what they 
think about a range of issues and this information 
has informed our work. In summary, the best way 
to influence the decision makers is by listening to 
older people, using this evidence for reports and 
submissions to government, getting the attention 
of the media, and then reviewing the impact and 
effectiveness of the services on the lifes of older 
people. Sometimes this process takes such a long 
time. But an effective organisation doesn’t give 
up. I am proud to have been part of these actions 
and policy changes especially in the last few years. 
Some of COTA NSW’s policy submissions and 
changes in the last few years have been: 
retirement villages regarding exit entitlements 

and recurrent charges; motorised mobility and 
barriers to safe use of mobility devices, reducing 
trauma on local roads; enhancing protections 
relating to the use of Enduring Power of Attorney 
instruments; regular feedback to NSW 
Government on the NSW Ageing Strategy; 
planning for the final chapter, including choices 
like voluntary assisted dying, increases to 
palliative care and other end of life choices; a 
range of housing submissions on housing supply, 
universal design, accessibility and affordability; 
adequacy and supply of rural health services; 
transport issues; funeral costs; marriage equality 
and most recently the Voice referendum. 
 
Many of these issues have been the topics for our 
successful webinars that were commenced during 
COVID. Meagan Lawson, CEO at the time, 
developed this initiative which was very well 
attended by older people. I have greatly valued 
being the facilitator of these conversations to 
connect with people from all over NSW as well as 
interstate and overseas participants. A big thank 
you to all our panellists whose knowledge and 
expertise were well regarded by the participants. 
 
COTA NSW is also a member of the federation, 
whose membership is the state/territory COTAs 
and COTA Australia. COTA NSW assisted COTA 
Australia on a range of federal government issues 
including aged care, retirement income and 
ongoing national research resulting in three 
significant State of the Older Nation reports. 
COTA NSW is also a member of the National 
Policy Council, a good example of collaboration 
where agreement on a range of policies affecting 
older people no matter where they live, are used 
to influence governments. 
 
I was particularly proud of our advocacy work at 
the state level and assisting COTA Australia 
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FAREWELL  
Joan Hughes | immediate past President  



regarding the management of COVID. We 
observed decision making by governments 
working together and using evidence like the 
medical advice. Australia was considered a world 
leader in managing the pandemic however, I was 
very distressed about the number of deaths of 
older people in aged care facilities and hospitals 
especially the loneliness of their deaths. The lack 
of staff for the number of people needing care, 
the number of casual staff, the lack of staff 
training and long waiting lists were highlighted in 
the Royal Commission into aged care and were 
even more pronounced during the pandemic 
years. We were consulted in the planning and 
support for older people during COVID. This 
input resulted in clearer messaging to older 
people, a telephone support service and specific 
shopping times for older people. 
 
Some of the services that have made a difference 
to older people during my presidency were peer 
to peer education, community advocates, legal 
pathways, living longer living stronger and aged 
care navigator. None of these services are now 
funded but I acknowledge the professionalism 
and dedication of the staff and the volunteers 
who managed and delivered these services. 
 
I met regularly with the relevant NSW Ministers 
over the years, and I acknowledge both the NSW 
and Australian Governments for the funding of 
our programs and services as well as Challenger 
Ltd. I also acknowledge the Governors of NSW 
who have been our patrons. 
 
There is still much to do. I will watch with interest 
to ensure that older people have not been left 
behind especially older women who retire with 
half the superannuation savings of men and are 
the fastest growing homeless population in 
Australia; older people who need to and want to 
be in paid employment; the availability of 
affordable and quality aged care options; mental 
health services, particularly for older men; 

improvement in closing the gap for First Nations’ 
Elders whose life expectancy is 15-20 years less 
than other Australians to name a few. 
 
Thank yous 
It has been very satisfying working with Board 
Directors who have given me many governance 
opportunities. A leader is only effective when 
surrounded by skilled and talented people. I have 
been able to work with wonderful Executive 
Board Directors, that is, Vice Presidents and 
Treasurers. In particular I thank past Executive 
Directors Chris Rigby, Daryl Bates, Nirmal 
Hansra and Janet Beale. For the last few years, it 
has been a privilege to work with Laurie Axford, 
Vice-President and Geoff Banting, Treasurer. Their 
effective governance, professionalism, ongoing 
support and loyalty have been very valuable and 
appreciated. They are retiring from the Board as 
well as Raymond Lim and Elfa Moratkais. Thanks 
to all past Directors and those leaving this year. 
 
In closing, I acknowledge all the staff and volunteers I 
worked with during these nine years. In particular, 
two senior staff whom I worked with during my 
time as President — past CEO Meagan Lawson 
and Karen Appleby, Policy and Campaigns 
Manager. Karen has just left COTA NSW. Both 
women are skilled professionals and policy 
innovators and leaders. Their efforts, quality work 
and perseverance were evident in the respect 
they received from governments and colleagues. 
 
Being a Board Director and President of COTA 
NSW has been a wonderful experience, one that I 
will always treasure. Stay well, stay connected, be 
brave and courageous and remember our vision: 

 
Ageing in Australia is a time of 
possibility, opportunity and influence 
within an equitable, just and inclusive 
society in which the voices of older 
Australians are respected and strong.
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Areforming public policy agenda, a 
newly elected State government, post 
global pandemic communities and a 
cost-of-living crisis have all dominated 
our operating context for this year.  
 
It has been a privilege to lead the team of staff 
and support a growing network of volunteers in 
our efforts to remove the barriers to positive 
ageing.  
 
The highlights for me have centred around the 
conversations we have had with people about 
their challenges, successes and most importantly 
their personal approach to ageing. It has been 
humbling to sit with people who have felt safe 
enough to share their lived experience and their 
wisdom about what it takes to age positively. The 
reality is that there is no one size fits all.  
 
At the heart of every conversation, every 
statistic, every bit of evidence is the importance 
of community. Despite diverse experiences of 
ageing, we know and understand that those people 
who have a connection to community, a role to 
play in community and the power to choose their 
community are more likely to age positively.  
 
Our work this year began to reshape our own 
relationships with community. We thought about 
the importance of our connections with other 
organisations, our members and our growing 
network of supporters. We really thought about 
what is “strong, not what is wrong”. Despite the 
challenges, and there are many, ageing can be a 
time of opportunity, possibility and influence.  
 
Our role as an organisation is to use the voices of 
older people to make things better. This year we 
did that through our many and varied activities. 

Our COTA Conversations engaged almost 2000 
people in online conversations. The Annual 
Consumer Survey that provides the rich data for 
the 50+ Report: What Older People Think 
engaged 6000 people who told us what mattered 
to them. Our Community Speaker Program and our 
Information Pathways Program brought community 
education and independent and impartial 
information to many people across the State.  
 
I take this opportunity to thank the Board 
members for their leadership and support. The 
Board is always driven by our members and 
supporters and leads with purpose and 
conviction. I acknowledge the team of staff for 
their hard work and diligence. In particular the 
work of Dr Gary Jacobson who is leading our 
strategy and business development activities and 
Karen Appleby who managed our Campaigns and 
policy work. Thanks to staff who also left the 
organisation this year to pursue other work.  We 
know that their contribution to COTA NSW and 
their learnings will be long lasting. 
 
A noteworthy thanks to the NSW Government, 
and the team at the Department of Communities 
and Justice and Southeast Local Health District. 
As our core funders they have always been 
available and supportive of the work we do. To 
outgoing Minister Mark Coure, thank you for your 
leadership and guidance. To our latest  Minister, 
Jodie Harrison we thank you for your already clear 
support of older people and your public commitment 
to removing the barriers to positive ageing. 
 
Most importantly I thank our network of volunteers 
who have taken up roles as Peer Connectors, 
Community Speakers, Consumer Advocates, 
Policy Advisors and events volunteers. You are our 
centre and together we are building a movement, 
removing the barriers, and enabling positive ageing.  
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CEO’S REPORT 
Marika Kontellis | Chief Executive Officer  
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Everyone says they are busy. Of course we are. But the 
challenge for every organisation like COTA NSW is to 
match activities to outcomes. Only then will we be truly 
able to measure our impact. Marika Kontellis, CEO COTA NSW

THE YEAR IN REVIEW
The key activities for this reporting year  

 
Listen Up! NSW State Election Policy Platform  
informed by COTA NSW members  
The evidence underpinned COTA NSW’s Listen Up Election Platform.  
Positive ageing isn’t just about individual mindset. It is also about 
understanding and removing the barriers to inclusion, employment, 
contribution to communities and a fair go for all. Ageing must be a time 
of possibility, opportunity and influence.    
Aligned to the NSW Seniors Strategy our platform focussed on 
positive ageing, inclusive communiites and a strong 
economy.

Members and 
supporters 

8,425

Working and  
steering groups  

32

Community 
Speakers  

22
National:  

State of the 
Older Person 

Report  
1

Formal submissions 
regarding policy reform  

14

Policy 
Advisory 

Group 
Members  

7

Partnerships 

36

NSW State survey 
participants  

6,000

COTA 
conversations/ 

live webinars 

9

State Election 
Platform  

1
eNews with 

over 200 
stories and 

events  
11
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Inquiry Homelessness amongst older people aged over 55 in NSW 
“COTA NSW argues that it is crucial to increase social housing stock in NSW, which now has a 
waiting list of around 55,000, and has decreased as a proportion of overall housing in the last decade. 
In addition, eligibility for priority housing must be lowered from the current age of 80 years.”  
 
Digital Identity and Inclusion  
“There is a real appetite for greater digital engagement among older people - 71% of respondents to 
COTA’s 50+ Report survey agreed that computers and technology give them more control over their 
lives, and almost half of respondents expressed interest in the use of technology and a willingness to 
stay informed.”  
 
Inquiry on the Residential Tenancies Amendment (Rental Fairness) Bill 2023  
“COTA NSW has serious concerns about the unattended consequences of the proposed reforms 
within the Rental Fairness Bill 2023 that relate to rental bidding.”  
 
Keeping Pets in Residential Tenancies   
“We must recognise that a rental property is still a person’s home and that for many a companion pet 
is a critical part of their family.”  
 
Interment Industry Scheme  
“Broadly, COTA NSW welcomes all of the proposed licence conditions. Increased certainty for 
consumers around pricing, contracts, and customer service will all be of significant benefit for 
consumers and the industry more widely.”  
 
Inquiry on Embedded Networks  
“Older people are particularly likely to reside within embedded networks, especially in residential 
parks, retirement villages, or strata complexes. Furthermore, older people are particularly likely to be 
vulnerable to the cost-of-living pressures that embedded network exploitation can create.”  
 
  
KEY CAMPAIGNS  
Alongside our advocacy for the State Election, COTA NSW worked with other movements to 
strengthen efforts on key issues, including:   

• Falls Prevention and Healthy Ageing Network for April Falls campaign  
• Building Better Homes, for the adoption of accessibility standards  
• Healthy Homes for Renters, making homes healthier   
• World Elder Abuse Awareness Day  

SUBMISSIONS
Submissions are a key vehicle for leveraging and using the voice of people 
over 50. Governments appreciate submissions, which in turn helps them 
make decisions on the many “wicked social policy“ problems our state must 
resolve. This year, the key submissions included:
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50+ Report: What's important to you  
 
Decisions that affect older people must be based on sound 
information rather than assumptions.  
 
This research provided important insights for decision makers and the 
broader populace to be cognisant of the diversity of older people’s 
experiences, socio-economic background and stage of life to ensure that the 
many assumptions of what older people think are continually challenged.  

  
 
Housing affordability  
 
The COTA NSW community is concerned about housing 
affordability for the next generations.  
 
“I agree housing affordability is a major issue. Our young people are not 
able to afford to buy into the housing market. And I think that’s a subject 

of great concern. Because as they get older, that they will become increasingly unable to afford to rent 
somewhere. Rent affordability is also an issue.”  
 
 
Accessing information   
 
91.2% of respondents agreed with the 
statement that it is getting harder to 
access information and services without 
using the internet.   
  
“I’m personally uncomfortable with the pace of change in technology. My concern is the number of 
organisations that have assumptions or expectations about people and their access to or their ability 
to use apps and the internet. This is inappropriate, especially for people who may not be so familiar 
with the technology.”  
  

POLICY AND ADVOCACY
Research, stories and other evidence informs our policy and advocacy work. 
COTA NSW believes that good public policy outcomes must be centred on 
the collective experiences of those people most likely to be impacted by the 
policy. “Nothing about us, without us.” Our research is always strengthened 
by the stories, thoughts and ideas that people share.



Reconciliation   
 
A decisive 81.7% of respondents believe that 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
should be recognised in the constitution.   
 
“Reconciliation is not a set and forget . . . we need to work 
through  this part of Australia’s history, recognise 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders and ensure they have 
the voice to shape their own futures . . .” 
 

 
A diverse Australia   
 
75% of older people agree with the 
statement that cultural diversity has had 
a positive impact on Australia.   
 
“The strength of our nation lies in the diversity of 
our people being able to live free and harmoniously…

I love that my great grandchildren can speak another language other than English.  Love that my 
neighbours invite me to celebrate their festivals filled with food, music and light. I love that they are 
genuinely interested in what it was like for me as a young girl in England… This is a great country.  
 
 
Climate and sustainability 
 
Climate change was the most significant 
environmental challenge, followed by loss 
of plant and animal species and drought 
and drying.   
 
“I worry so much about the climate and our 
environment. My local group is filled with people my 
own age who are worried for the next generations. That is why we are rolling up our sleeves to try and 
reverse some of the damage caused by previous generations.” 
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Knowing just how vital information is, we continued to provide a variety of ways 
for people to engage, connect and to find the answers to help them resolve their 
challenges.   
 
Monthly newsletter, regular social media, new and updated fact sheets and a website revamp meant 
timely information, news and resources were provided to thousands of older people, policy makers and 
community members. 
   
Events such as Pop-Up Info Hubs, NSW Seniors Week Festival Expo, talks and presentations allowed 
for wider distribution of information.  
  
COTA Conversations with guest speakers leading discussions on topics including:  
 

• Seniorpreneurs 
• Dying to Know: Talking to loved ones about death 
• Get your Green Thumb: Gardening and nutrition 
• How’s Your Headspace? Older people’s mental health  
• Before and After: How communities are building resilience in uncertain times 
• Avoiding internet scams  
• Loneliness and Social Isolation: Special guest Hugh McKay said:  
“Those of us who are not lonely must continue to reach out to those who may be 
— let’s keep dreaming of the kind of society we become when we have to face a 
crisis.”  
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INFORMATION AND 
CONNECTION

from left Warriewood pop-up info hub | NSW Seniors Week Festival Expo stall |  
Hugh McKay speaking at the 2022 AGM
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REPRESENTATION

COTA NSW staff and members ensured older peoples voices were heard and 
included at critical policy and decision-making forums, including: 

• Older Persons Mental 
Health Working Group  

• Health Equity Alliance  
• Accessible Transport 

Advisory Committee  
• Building Better Homes  
• Ageing on the Edge  
• Disability Policy 

Interagency  
• NSW Energy Consumer 

Reference Group  
• Aged Care Liaison Group  
• TAXI NSW Disability and 

Aged Reference Group  
• Ageing Disability  

Commission Roundtable  
• Carers NSW Financial  

Wellbeing working group 

left Dr Gary Jacobson, Work Options for People over 50, Department of Parliamentary 
Service NSW right Marika Kontellis presenting at the NSW Parliament House in May 

People over 50 lead COTA NSW's  
State Election Platform 2023



 
Older Men: New Ideas (OM:NI)  
 
COTA NSW was excited to become the auspice of the 
OM:NI Program, committed to developing local groups 
that are run by men for men. This program has been able 
to demonstrate excellent health and wellbeing outcomes 
for men and their communities. Research and 
Engagement Officer, Luke Curtis headed out to Wagga 
Wagga to meet with OM:NI representatives Dr Ray King 
and Frank De Luca and to participate in several group 
meetings. Operational matters of the OM:NI group were 
discussed; educational videos were watched and 
generous hospitality was enjoyed.  
  
Information Pathways  
 
Leveraging off the success of our Legal Pathways program which had a 12 year history of guiding 
clients in their planning for later life and provide a pathway to legal assistance, the team continues to 
provide independent and impartial information and guidance through telephone, email and Pop Up Info 
Hubs. 
 

Living Longer Living Stronger  
 
This critical program shifted this year but the importance of 
accessing information and programs to improve strength 
and balance remains a priority for COTA NSW. We worked 
with others including Share, Primary Health Network for 
Hunter New England and Central Coast and launched new 
classes across greater Sydney, the Hunter and Central 
Coast.   

 
 
Community Speaker Program  
 
This peer-to-peer community education model education is our flagship program. And we have plans 
to expand our network of speakers in 2024. 
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KEY PROGRAMS

above OM:NI Wagga Wagga meetup

above COTA NSW member and Community Speaker, Eesa Witt 
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TEAM AS AT 30 JUNE 2023 

Marika Kontellis | Chief Executive Officer 

Gary Jacobson | Business Strategy Advisor 

Karen Appleby | Manager Policy and Campaigns 

Luke Curtis | Research and Engagement Officer   

Meagan Johnson | Admin and Projects Manager 

Kamilla Haufort | Living Longer, Living Stronger Coordinator 

Nicolette Briscoe | Moonshot Marketing 

Elizabeth Warner | Moonshot Marketing 

Tiarna Adams | Moonshot Marketing 
 
BOARD AS AT 30 JUNE 2023 
Joan Hughes | President 

Laurie Axford | Deputy President 

Geoff Banting | Treasurer 

Sharon Burns 

Stephen Ginsborg 

Myra Hamilton  

Raymond Lim 

Elfa Moraitakis 

 

LIFE MEMBERS 
Val Fell 

Pete Newman 

Nirmal Hansra 

Christopher Rigby  

Sara Graham 

Kathleen Brewster  

Audrey Power 

Professor Colleen Cartwright 

Ruth Anstice  

Patricia Jolliffe  

Daryl Bates

FUNDING PARTNERS

STRENGTH AND 
BALANCE TRAINING – 

AGEING POSITIVELY


