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The Chair welcomed members to the meeting of the Operational Working Party (OWP) and noted apologies from Mr Trevor Plymin, Mr John Burrows, Mr John McNeill, Ms Rona Lunney and Mr John King. 

The Chair welcomed Ms Natasha Cole, First Assistant Secretary, Clients’ Benefits Division. The Chair advised Ms Cole will be taking over as Chair for future meetings. 

Agenda Item 1.	Opening Remarks
The Chair acknowledged the cancellation of the November OWP meeting and that most of the member submissions were transferred to this meeting for further discussion.  The Chair advised that a review of the National Consultation Framework (NCF) will be undertaken later in the year and will review each of the forums and the roles of proxies and membership to ensure members with lived experience and willingness to contribute to an outcome are placed on the appropriate consultative forums.  

Agenda Item 2.	Minutes & Actions Arising 
The minutes of the 4 July 2018 OWP meeting were accepted as a true and accurate record of the meeting.  Members agreed to close all action items.

Agenda Item 3.	Strategic Reviews 
Members were briefed on the release of the Productivity Commission Inquiry into Compensation and Rehabilitation for Veterans draft report on 14 December 2018.  DVA is actively engaging with the Productivity Commission, with the Secretary meeting with the Commissioners and having attended public hearings. 

The draft report reinforces a commitment to putting the wellbeing of veterans and their families first, outlines the importance of a whole-of-life focus and acknowledges the key role families play. A strong theme from the public submissions received, indicated a consensus from the ex-service organisation (ESO) community to oppose the abolishment of DVA. 

Members noted a public response from the Department of Defence and DVA to the draft report would not be drafted as this time is too close to an election and during a caretaker period. It would not be appropriate to bind a future Government to a decision. The final report will be provided to Government at the end of June 2019.

The Veterans’ Advocacy and Support Services Scoping Study was released by the Minister on 13 March 2019.  The positive messages in the report are that it supports the DVA transformation program; it comments favourably on efforts in recent years through the Advocacy Training and Development Program towards increased professionalism in advocacy training; and it reports favourably on the performance of the Veterans Review Board. 

The report presents a useful, comprehensive analysis, highlighting the issues around the sustainability of veteran advocacy and providing a pathway forward. However, its recommendations need to be considered in the broader context of other major reviews currently being undertaken. In particular, the Productivity Commission Inquiry, and work already underway in the Department, as well as whole of government considerations.
On 4 April 2019, the Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade released the report of its Inquiry into Transition from the ADF.  The report makes 11 recommendations for improving the Australian Defence Force (ADF) transition experience.

Following a recommendation of the 2017 Senate Committee report into veteran suicide, DVA engaged Professor Alex Collie of Monash University to undertake an independent study of the mental health impacts of compensation claim assessment processes.  The study has been informed by a literature review and desktop study undertaken by Phoenix Australia.

The Senate Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade References Committee's report on the Inquiry into the use of the Quinoline anti-malarial drugs Mefloquine and Tafenoquine in the ADF was tabled in Parliament on 4 December 2018.  From 1 July, veterans who require further assistance are encouraged to contact the dedicated DVA Support Team on 1800 MEFLOQUINE (1800 633 567) for support. 

In 2017, the then Minister for Veterans’ Affairs, the Hon Dan Tehan MP, committed to an independent review of the implementation of the recommendations of the Joint Defence/DVA Inquiry into the Jesse Bird case after 12 months. The Minister has approved the public release of the report, however DVA is presently consulting with the Bird family before its release.  

Members discussed the current Neurocognitive Health Program being undertaken by Open Arms and the significance for advocates to be aware of similar programs to offer clients, especially in light of all the reviews on mental health. 

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	2019/31
	Open Arms Neurocognitive Health Program to be added to a future agenda. 
	Secretariat &
Dr Hodson 



Agenda Item 4.	Member Submission: Advocacy Training and Development Program (ATDP)
The Vietnam Veterans Association of Australia raised discussion about the ATDP and acknowledged the great work of the advocates in maintaining the program and providing necessary guidance to veterans and their families in respect of welfare and compensation claims. Members discussed in an open forum the shortcomings of the ATDP and ongoing issues faced by advocates. Members noted the concerns that some advocates are discouraged from participating in the ADTP and are choosing not to undertake ATDP training. There remains an on-going demand from experienced advocates who want to have their skills and knowledge assessed and recognised.  

The Veterans' Indemnity and Training Association Inc. (VITA) professional indemnity insurance lapses on 1 July 2019 for any advocates who are not accredited Level 1 and 2 advocates as the core requirement of such insurance is continued development and currency of knowledge. Level 1 and 2 advocates who have not yet been accredited under ATDP need to complete their recognition of prior learning before 
1 July 2019.

Members raised the frustrations felt in regional areas when trying to engage advocates and maintain their training program. A request was made that the training must be regionally based, not nationally based. A member noted that advocates and clients expect DVA delegates to remain up to date in their training and comprehension of legislation, which follows that advocates must also maintain professionalism and training.   
Agenda Item 5.	Rehabilitation Client Satisfaction Survey 
DVA is undertaking a survey of veterans’ satisfaction with the DVA Rehabilitation Program to improve and measure quality and how satisfied veterans are with the rehabilitation programs they are undertaking.  The survey questions focus on the veteran’s experience, activities undertaken and overall views of the DVA Rehabilitation Program. The online survey is being conducted by an external organisation (Orima Research) on DVA’s behalf and commenced in July 2018 and is continuing on an ongoing monthly basis.  All DVA rehabilitation clients, whose plans closed during the previous month, are invited by email to participate in an online survey, which remains open for a two-week period.  At the closure of each month’s survey, DVA receives an overall summary of responses.

The overall response rate is around 25%; 80% of participants are happy with their provider, 71% recommend the DVA rehabilitation program, and there is 75% overall satisfaction with the program.  Members questioned why the survey is not undertaken during the rehabilitation program, however any issues during the program should be addressed at the time the issue arises.  Lessons learned from the survey indicate that there have been issues with closing clients’ rehabilitation programs, providers and service delivery areas and confusion on what happens when the program closes. 

Agenda Item 6.	Member Submission: DVA Family Support Package for MRCA clients only 
The Australian Special Air Service Association (ASASA) raised the support for the Family Support Package noting that it is only available to Military Rehabilitation and Compensation Act 2004 (MRCA) clients.  The ASASA also wishes veterans who have Veterans' Entitlements Act 1986 (VEA) and Safety, Rehabilitation and Compensation (Defence-related Claims) Act 1988 (DRCA) accepted claims to have the same entitlement.  Members noted the harmonisation of DRCA and MRCA and that the entitlement under VEA should also be changed. 

Recommendation 19 of the Senate Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade References committee report: The Constant Battle: Suicide by Veterans recommended that DVA reviews the support for partners of veterans to identify further avenues for assistance including information and advice, counselling, peer support and options for family respite care to support partners of veterans.  The Family Support Package is designed to deliver additional support to contemporary veterans who have rendered warlike service (under the MRCA) or their widowed spouse or partner.

Agenda Item 7.	Improved Dental and Allied Health 
Dr Kathryn Mills, Macquarie University, updated members on the Government package of reforms to improve Dental and Allied Health arrangements announced in the 2018-19 Budget. One of the components is the treatment cycle which will commence on 1 July 2019 and is being introduced to strengthen the communication and coordination between GPs and allied health services.  From July 2019, the GP may refer a client for up to 12 sessions of allied health services if it’s clinically required. This new referral method will apply to all DVA allied health services, excluding dental and optical services.  The client may undertake treatment for up to 12 sessions and at the end of the treatment cycle, the allied health provider will report back to the GP.  A client may have as many treatment cycles as are clinically required.

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	2019/32
	Provide members with a copy of the Dental and Allied Health presentation.
	Secretariat  


Agenda Item 8.	Member Submission: Standardisation of Needs Assessment 
The ASASA raised the issue that the current needs assessment process is not widely understood, and its application is neither consistent nor equitable because of the differences between the Acts.  The contact by DVA to establish needs and expectations is misunderstood, confusing and ineffective at times.

Members noted the needs assessment is legislated under MRCA, whereas VEA and DRCA are not legislated.  Over the next two years, the functions of Initial Liability, Permanent Impairment, and needs assessment for DRCA will be combined under one process and be assigned to the same delegate.  This will lead to more consistency and closer alignment with MRCA.  The Income Support function will be combined under the new process in the coming year.  

Members requested consistency on the needs assessment form to include four standard acceptance options and remove duplication for requests for documents already provided.  

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	2019/33
	Amend needs assessment form to include the four standard acceptance options. 
	Natasha Cole  



Agenda Item 9.	Member Submission: Contract Medical Advisors (CMA) 
The Naval Association of Australia raised the introduction for CMAs to include their medical/specialist qualifications on advice to delegates, and to clarify the weight given to CMAs and their medical advice. Ms Cole clarified the role of the CMA, which is to assist the delegate understand the information in the medical reports which informs a determination.  Dr Jenny Firman, DVA Chief Health Officer will be undertaking quality assurance on CMA advice to ensure consistency. 

Agenda Item 10.	Member Submission: Parallel processing/ Dual eligibility 
The Naval Association of Australia sought clarification on the purpose of simultaneously processing claims under different Acts where dual eligibility exists, but no claim has been lodged.  Members noted this to be a systemic issue, with the possibility of the delegate drafting the determination and indicating which Act the entitlement falls under.  The advocate is then able to liaise with the veteran on the appropriate course of action for that individual.

Agenda item 11.	Transformation Update
The Showcase highlighted achievements to date, the ongoing development of MyService and the latest release which continues to improve the functionality of the online claims platform.  Members were also briefed on the announcement of the Australian Defence Veterans' Covenant, which encourages Australia to recognise and acknowledge the unique nature of military service, and support veterans and their families.  The Covenant comprises of a Veteran Card, the Oath and Veteran/Reservist Lapel Pin.  War Widows will receive a veteran card. 

Members noted that a needs assessment can now be completed online and from June 2019, clients will have the ability to nominate advocates in MyService, who are approved to discuss their claims. 

The 1800 Veteran number Telephony consolidation will make it easier for veterans and their families to access DVA services. More than 200 telephone lines have been consolidated to just 70, with the end goal being to have just one contact number – 1800 VETERAN. 
Agenda item 12. 	Member Submission: Medical Discharge from ADF – DVA and Defence responsibilities 
The Naval Association of Australia (NAA) sought clarification on the respective responsibilities and processes involved in the transition of personnel being medically discharged from the Defence Force. The Department of Defence confirmed that Defence and DVA are working together to ensure a smooth transition for ADF members and their families to civilian life, particularly those who leave via medical transition by:
· collaborating through a joint Transition Taskforce to identify opportunities to improve the transition process and experience;
· piloting new initiatives to deliver integrated approaches to transition services, including the Transition Health Assessment, the Special Operations Forces and Case Management pilots; and
· sharing information and increasing the opportunity for DVA to engage with transitioning members.

Under the Early Engagement Model, members who joined the ADF from 1 January 2016, and those who transitioned after 27 July 2016, are now automatically registered with DVA.  DVA White Cards are issued automatically to members transitioning from permanent service, facilitating easier access to mental health support; and since 2014, all transitioned members receive a letter from the Secretary of DVA about the services and support available through DVA. 

ADF transition support includes Transition Planning and Transition Coaching.  An ADF Transition Coach (an Australian Public Service member with appropriate training) helps the ADF member and family plan for civilian employment, understand their skills, and provide tools and techniques.  ADF members and their families can access unlimited coaching sessions prior to transition and for up to twelve months after leaving. 

Agenda item 13. 	Member Submission: Role of OWP 
The members participated in an open forum to discuss the role of the OWP and the appropriate focus for the forum.  Members expressed support for the OWP to remain with an operational focus tasked with reviewing ongoing systemic and processing issues.  There was agreement that members should also have sound knowledge of advocacy, welfare and DVA legislation. 

Agenda item 14. 	Other business
Members requested additional agenda items be discussed at the July OWP meeting. 

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	2019/34
	Further discussion on DVA support for regional and ESO mentors; and ATDP trainers and assessors at a future meeting. 
	Secretariat 

	2019/35
	Further information on the improved dental health component to be provided at a future meeting. 
	Secretariat 

	2019/36
	Smoking guidelines to be discussed at a future meeting. 
	Secretariat 



Meeting close
The Chair thanked all members for their attendance and participation. The meeting closed at 4.00pm. The next meeting is scheduled for 10 July 2019. 
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