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	Operational Working Party 
Wednesday, 22 July 2020 
Zoom/Teleconferences
10:00am – 12:00pm(AEST)
8:00am – 10:00am (AWST) 



MINUTES

The newly appointed Chair, Ms Vicki Rundle, welcomed members to the second Operational Working Party (OWP) meeting of the year and provided a brief background about herself to members.

The Chair noted apologies from 
· Mr John King, Returned Services League of Australia. 

And welcomed 
· New member, Mr Max Ball, National President, Vietnam Veterans Association of Australia.
· Ms Renee Deger as proxy for Mr King.

The Chair advised members that due to COVID -19, meetings would continue to take place via Zoom/teleconference.  

Agenda Item 1.	Opening Remarks
The Chair opened the meeting with welcome to country and acknowledged all who are serving and those who have served in the Australian Defence Force (ADF). 
 
Agenda Item 2.	Minutes and Actions Arising 
Members noted that the Minutes of the 15 April 2020 meeting were approved out of session and were available on the Department of Veterans’ Affairs (DVA) website. 

Members agreed that the following actions can be closed: 64, 68, 73, 74, 75, 76, 77, 78, 79, 81, 82, 84, 86, 87, 88, 89, 91, 92 and 93.

Members agreed that the following actions would remain open: 37, 80, 83, 85 and 90.

With regards to action item 85, Mr Graham Bland, Air Force Association apologised to Ms Natasha Cole as he had not provided the information as previously discussed, and undertook to email the details shortly.

Members discussed action item 2020/68, the Veteran Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy, asking if it was possible to include the concept of ‘maintenance’ in the Veteran Health and Wellbeing Strategy.  The Chair agreed that this was possible and the feedback should be provided to the relevant business area.  Ms Pat McCabe enquired if it is possible to get a copy the Health and Wellbeing Strategy.  

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0091
	DVA to investigate changing the word rehabilitation to maintenance and consider changing wellness to maintain (relating to AI 2020/68) including for War Widows.
	Chair 



Mr Clem Russell commented in relation to action item 2020/79, single treatment path (STP) and streamlining and the implications for the department when claims default under MRCA.  Ms Cole explained that there is a fault in the MyService regarding initial liability for Military Rehabilitation and Compensation Act 2004 (MRCA).

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0092
	Mr Clem Russell to provide a submission to highlight implications for DVA when claims default to assessment under MRCA – related to AI 2020/79.
	Clem Russell

	O2020/0093
	Ms Natasha Cole asked members to provide examples of issues regarding streamlining with MRCA Initial Liability Claims in MyService as this would be useful for training purposes. 
	Members and Natasha Cole

	O2020/0094
	Mr Graham Bland made inquiries about weight bearing for Navy members regarding loading ship.
	Veterans’ Services Design 



Agenda Item 3.	Operational Working Party (OWP) Terms of Reference (ToRs) Review
The Chair asked members if they had any comments or concerns with the current ToRs, as these require review every 3 years, noting that these may change depending on the outcome of the National Consolation Framework (NCF) Survey and to provide comments and concerns OoS to the OWP Secretariat.  

Members asked that the Terms of Reference be amended to clearly express that the members are Welfare and Advocacy Representatives working ‘on the ground’.  

Members agreed that Member’s names to be included in the Minutes, and that stipulated timeframes for receipt of meeting papers should be observed.  

The Chair apologised for the delay in receiving the meeting pack, noting that staff changes in the Secretariat had impacted the preparation of the meeting packs.  

Ms Meg Green advised that there has been a name change to War Widows Guild now Australian War Widows Incorporated.

Mr Bland also advised that the Royal Air Force Association has changed its name and is ‘Air Force Association Ltd’.

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0095
	Update ToRs with name changes to War Widows Guild to Australian War Widows and Royal Air Force Association to Air Force Association Ltd.
	Secretariat

	O2020/0096
	Update ToRs with new Chair’s position.
	Secretariat




Agenda Item 4. 	Update on status of the National Consultation Framework (NCF) Review
The Chair informed members that the survey regarding the NCF is currently underway and encouraged them to take part and advised their cohorts to participate. 

Mr Don Spinks, Repatriation Commissioner, provided additional information on the NCF Survey and encouraged members to respond., reminding them that responses were completely confidential.  

Ms McCabe enquired to whether the survey was advertised as being confidential, Mr Spinks advised that it was only mentioned on the DVA Website. 

Agenda Item 5. 	Strategic Update - Priorities for 2020

5a. COVID-19 Update
The Chair provided an update on the Department of Veterans’ Affairs (DVA) response to COVID-19.  DVA continues work to ensure that veterans and their families remain supported during this crisis, particularly in Victoria as the impacts of the second wave of cases and the resultant restrictions and lockdowns is felt.  The Chair also thanked Ex-service Organisations (ESO’s) for supporting veterans.

Ms Cole added that clients should have received the second $750 payment of the Government’s Stimulus package as they started the processing roll out on Sunday, 12 July 2020.  Ms Cole also advised that those clients still waiting for their claim to be processed will automatically be back paid.

Ms Green commented that the reduction in the JobKeeper allowance has been reduced by $300 meaning some unemployed are living below the poverty line, and commented that War Widows are already living below the poverty line.  Ms McCabe agreed with these comments.

The Chair advised members that more information on COVID-19 is available from the Australian Government Department of Health website or call the Coronavirus Health Information Line on 1800 020 080.  The line operates 24 hours a day, seven days a week, you can also visit the Department of Health website in your state or territory for the latest updates.

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0097
	Secretariat to provide members details of Department of Health website and phone numbers regarding COVID.
	Secretariat



Ms Cole advised members to check and update their details especially in relation to spousal income as the system relies on individuals to be responsible for advising DVA if their situation changes.

Ms McCabe inquired if there has been any changes to the Deeming Rate and Ms Cole said she would look into it. 

Mr Burrows mentioned the financial difficulties facing lot of veterans as many are supporting their grown up children due to the loss of jobs during the pandemic.  Ms Cole understands that this is affecting a lot of clients and that DVA generally align their pension rates with Services Australia

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0098
	Ms Cole to investigate changes to the Deeming rate/Income Assets test and circulate to members OoS.
	Natasha Cole

	O2020/0099
	Mr Burrows to provide a submission regarding supporting family members and ATO gifting arrangements.
	John Burrows

	O2020/0100
	Ms Cole to check with ATO about gifting amounts $10,000 per year for aged care.
	Natasha Cole Secretariat



5b. National Commissioner for Defence and Veteran Suicide Prevention and Veteran Family Advocate 

VETERAN FAMILY ADVOCATE
The Chair provided members with an update on the appointment process for the Veteran Family Advocate (VFA) and the importance of a VFA.  The selection process has closed and applications are now being considered for the position.  Mr Spinks added that a decision should be made in the coming fortnight.

Ms Rona Lunney asked if existing forums will be used or new ones.  The Chair advised that it will be up to the new VFA to decide how they would like to run the consultation and interaction process. 

Mr Burrows commented that Advocates should be aware that when dealing with Special Air Service (SAS) veterans they could become caught up in legal battles as a witness or accessary after the fact.  DVA have a policy about dealing with veterans regarding a particular incident, with guidance to the appropriate people who can assist.  Mr Roberts suggested that claims should still be processed but not to be connected to a particular incident.

Both the Chair and Mr Spinks suggested the Open Arms Safe Zone (confidential line) for anyone who requires assistance.

NATIONAL COMMISSIONER
The Chair provided an update on the appointment of the National Commissioner for Defence and Veteran Suicide Prevention (National Commissioner).  A dedicated Government taskforce within Attorney-General’s Department AGD is working to establish the Office of the National Commissioner, noting:  
· Legislation expected to be introduced to Parliament this year for the establishment of the National Commissioner
· The National Commissioner will be independent of Government. 
· The Government is working to appoint an interim National Commissioner as quickly as possible. 
· The Independent Review of Past Defence and Veteran Suicides will formally commence once an Interim National Commissioner is appointed. 

The Chair noted that the role should be finalised before the next OWP meeting and will be announced shortly after.

5c. Veteran Mental Health and Wellbeing
Assistant Secretary, Wellbeing Policy Branch, Ms Moira Campbell, advised members that on 12 May 2020, Minister for Veterans’ Affairs, the Hon Darren Chester MP, released the Veteran Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy and National Action Plan 2020-2023 (Strategy and Action Plan) via media release.  

Ms Campbell thanked members for their input as part of the co-design and consultation process.  Input was received from a broad range of stakeholders (including veterans and their families, researchers, ex‑service organisations (ESO), peak health bodies, service providers and elected representatives with lived experience of the ADF).  Many of the ideas and suggestions proposed have been incorporated into the new Strategy and Action Plan.  In particular, the strategy recognises the unique nature of military service and the importance of facilitating evidence-based and tailored health care for veterans and their families.  

Ms Campbell noted that one of the major aims of the strategy is to is to improve engagement, communication and education for veterans and their families about the support and services available in reducing the risk of suicide and improving mental health and wellbeing. 

The Strategy and Action Plan also reflects point-in-time components of the Government’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic to mitigate the likely adverse impacts on veteran mental health and wellbeing (noting that the Government’s response will continue to evolve as the pandemic progresses).  

Ms Campbell encouraged members to share The Strategy and Action Plan with their networks as it has been published on the DVA website: www.dva.gov.au/mental-health-strategy 

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0101
	Provide a copy of the Veteran Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy and National Action Plan 2020-2023 (Strategy and Action Plan) to members.
	Moira Campbell
Secretariat



3d. Improved administration (Productivity Commission Report)
The Chair provided an update on the Productivity Commission (PC) Report noting that there are no Government decisions that can be shared with members at this time.  The form and timing of the response to the PC report is a matter for Government.

The Minister has publicly stated that the Government will respond to the PC report as part of the Budget process.  With the delay of the federal Budget to October, the response to the PC Report has also been subsequently pushed back.   

The transformation of the Department of Veterans’ Affair’s services and supports will continue while the Government considers the Productivity Commission’s recommendations.
[bookmark: _GoBack]
5e. Respect and Recognition
Respect - 75th Anniversary of the end of the Second World War
The Chair advised that 15 August 2020, marks the 75th Anniversary of the end of the Second World War.  DVA will conduct a nationally telecast commemorative service to acknowledge this important anniversary.  A variety of different Commemorative activities are underway;

· on July 2020 a tailored Victory in the Pacific (VP) Day Ministerial mail-out was distributed 
· a set of four commemorative posters featuring all the services and the home front;
· a new video series for students, Stories of Service; 
· a new secondary schools resource, Shifting Tides – Australia and the Pacific in the Second World War.
· Students Australia wide have been encouraged in enter the Anzac Day Awards (with the due date extended to 11 September 2020 to allow schools more time to enter), this year’s theme is to investigate and understand Second World War history.
· A digital commemoration package has been released on the Anzac Portal.  Paths to Victory is a 6‑week countdown to VP Day, exploring a year of the war in depth each week, with newsreels, veterans’ interviews, books, image galleries and podcasts.
· DVA has produced a Commemorative Medallion and Certificate of Commemoration to mark the 75th anniversary of the end of the Second World War and will be made available to every living veteran of the Second World War.  Applications are now available and can be made through the DVA website at dva.gov.au or by phone.  
· Successful applicants in the recent round of the Saluting Their Service Commemorative Grants Program (STS) have been announced by the Minister and funding agreements were executed in early July.  Over 170 organisations received funding under this round, across both the Community and Major Grants categories.  STS is an ongoing program, and the 2020-21 batches are currently open for applications. 

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0102
	Provide members with details of DVA website and phone number regarding 75th anniversary commemoration pack (medallion and certificate).
	Secretariat 




Recognition
There are currently over 63,000 Veteran Card holders who have registered as Australian Partners of Defence (APOD) members following the Ministerial Launch late last year and these numbers continue to increase on a daily basis.  
· APOD has reported that registered members have saved over $459,000 thus far in the first six months at an average saving of $20.65 per transaction.  Savings are largely comprised from big brand offers from Samsung, Harvey Norman, Caltex and the Woolworths Group.
· Since launch APOD has seen a growth of almost 500 business partner accounts, with almost 350 offers now live on the website and another 169 offers currently requiring further information or negotiation to be published on the website. 
· This has seen a number of national retailers such as Caltex Australia, Amart Furniture, Jax Tyres, Specsavers, Mister Minit, The Bavarian and Ted’s Cameras publish offers that can be accessed in-store. 
· Importantly, 28% of businesses registered with APOD are veteran owned businesses. 
· As part of APOD’s response to COVID-19, access has been extended to all spouses of Veteran Card holders reflecting the spirit of veterans’ recognition to the broader family unit.
· DVA continues to engage with APOD in regards to providing regular information to the veteran community. 

Mr John McNeil added that he has registered his business with APOD and he appreciates the opportunity to give veterans more employment opportunities.

Agenda Item 6. 	Member Submission – ASASA 
	Format and Makeup of Acknowledgement Letters 
Mr Burrows, from the Australian Special Air Service Association provided this submission.

The Chair acknowledges that DVA’s letters need work.  In recognition of the ongoing priority, DVA has created the Letters Improvement Team (LIT) as part of the Veteran Centric Reform (VCR).  LIT have discovered that there are more than 1,400 templates for letters and that DVA sends approximately 7,000 letters from delegates and 9,000 income support advices per week.  Currently 180 templates have been updated, with some being incorporated into a single new letter, this is a complex, complicated and challenging project due to DVA’s legacy information and technology (ITC) systems.  

Mr Nathan Madigan, Director of Content Hub, Channel Strategy and Digital Enablement Branch provided further information stating that letters are a high priority and agreed that there is a lot of work ahead of them.  With many Government Departments having the same issues.  There are three guidelines being used to update the letter templates;
1. Plain English with wording and language to be more conversational not bureaucratic 
2. Client Focused and wellbeing – trauma informed writing and mentioned Open Arms and ESO’s
3. Contemporary tone and structure – clear headings, structure paragraphs

Mr Madigan explained the Claim Acknowledgement Letter (provided in meeting pack) and asked members to forward questions or concerns with the letter to the OWP Secretariat.  He also noted that DVA’s goal is to provide accurate, helpful and consistent content using the best channel in each situation.

Mr Burrows thanked DVA for acknowledging and responding to this submission as he has tried putting it forward many times before, he also added;
· That there are privacy issues
· No information provided in the letters to what it is actually about
· Phone numbers on letters not working
· Terribly impersonal
· Signed by a generic person or no person

Members provided feedback and concerns with DVA letters in general, and it was agreed that a Working Group be convened to discuss the issues in more detail.  


	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0103
	Organise a brain storming meeting between OWP members and LIT to discuss improving the letter templates.
	Secretariat 
Nathan Madigan, LIT



Agenda Item 7.	Member Submissions – ASASA 
Contact/ liaison with/ between DVA Staff members and delegates when dealing with Veterans and their families
This submission was provided by Mr Burrows, regarding DVA staff members and delegates contacting veterans without contacting the authorised representative /advocate. 

Ms Cole explained that DVA has undertaken specific work to address these issues since mid-April.  Ms Cole advised that a number of the specific incidences are mostly due to human error.  There are also instances where a claimant may wish to be represented regarding some aspects of a claim but not others and there is doubt as to whether Authority to Act on behalf of the veteran automatically flows to subsequent claim types.  

Ms Cole noted that there is clear guidance available for delegates on this issue, although DVA has identified some instances where that guidance can be improved.  DVA also provide training for delegates regarding client contact via representatives and this will be revisited and listed for inclusion on the next compulsory delegate training day.

Members noted concerns and frustrations that not contacting the advocate can cause stress and be very upsetting to the veteran, in turn casusing veterans to disengage with DVA.  Ther was discussion that this contributes to veterans homelessness as some feel it is too difficult to deal with DVA.  

Mr Ray Kemp raised concerns with a perceived disconnect between the Vterans’ Review Board (VRB) and DVA, noting that claims are being closed on MyService, impacting the advocate’s ability to access information in order to lodge appeals with the Administrative Appeals Tribunal (AAT) by the review deadline.  

Ms Cole said that she would talk to the MyService team and possibly get delegates not to close the initial claim.

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0104
	Send Members information Out-of-Session regarding delegates closing MyService cases and Advocates not being able to access information.
	Natasha Cole

	O2020/0105
	Natasha Cole to speak with VRB about recording two advocates on claims that are split between delegates / advocates.
	Natasha Cole

	O2020/0106
	Organise brainstorming meeting between members and Ms Cole regarding contacting advocates. 
	Natasha Cole 



Agenda Item 8. 	Review of the Lifestyle Rating Form
	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0107
	Due to time constraints this paper will be circulated OoS.
	Secretariat 



Agenda Item 9.	ADF Financial Counselling
	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0108
	Due to time constraints this paper will be circulated OoS.
	Secretariat



Agenda item 10. 	Other Business 

10a. DVA to provide Legal advice to Members regarding issues in providing Delegates information
	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0109
	Due to time constraints this paper will be circulated OoS.
	Secretariat



10b. Progress on PRODA Implementation
Ms Louise Gallagher, Director Business Administration, Shared Services and Technology provide a brief update, regarding the PRODA login, which was made available for the ESO Portal on 28 February 2020 and the online help was updated to include PRODA registration information.

DVA is assisting individuals to resolve issues related to establishing access to the ESO portal via PRODA.  There have been issues specific to individual accounts.  Most issues can be resolved quickly on an individual basis.  

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0110
	Members encouraged to send through details of any individual issues to Louise Gallagher.
	Members
Louise Gallagher



Mr Kemp asked if there had been changes to dates for qualifying service for Submarine Special Operations, as one of his clients, a Vietnam veteran had his claim rejected.  The delegates should be aware of any changes especially between 1992 -1997.

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0111
	Mr Ray Kemp to send through details regarding qualifying service of Submarine Special Operation Veterans especially between 1972 – 1997.
	Ray Kemp 
Secretariat 

	O2020/0112
	Ms Cole added that we will look into and provide information to delegates at the next training session.
	Natasha Cole



Members raised concerns with the videoconference format of the meetings, noting that what was previously a full day meeting had been condensed and was not sufficient to cover everything.  The Chair agreed to look at the timing and format of meetings held via videoconference.  

Mr Roberts asked how secure is using the Zoom platform.  The Chair stated that it is secure as Zoom have been working on security in the background.

Members raised concerns with the Diagnostic Assessment Questionnaire and asked if questions around causality of a condition could be made more specific, citing particular reference to smoking claims.  

Ms Cole stated that there is review underway with DVA Chief Health Officer (CHO) as she has been working with doctors.

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0113
	DRCA Diagnostic Assessment Questionnaire too general, suggested redesign of questionnaire to elicit comment from GP re cause of condition.
	Natasha Cole

	O2020/0114
	Item for next OWP meeting agenda – DVA CHO working with DRs regarding different treatments.
	Secretariat
DVA CHO 



Mr McNeil expressed concerns over one of his client’s claims being rejected with no advice on why it was rejected.  This was provided as verbal update and no notes where saved, this has been very difficult as we are going to VRB hearing with no evidence. 

	Item 
	Action
	Assigned to 

	O2020/0115
	Mr McNeill asked if a verbal update was provided by Delegate to a Veteran/Client could this be noted on his file 
	John McNeil
Secretariat



Meeting Closed
The Chair thanked all members for their attendance and participation and asked members to continue to provide submissions through the OWP Secretariat.  The Chair hoped members and their families continue to stay safe and healthy and reminded them to reach out to Open Arms if they or their members need support during this difficult time.


The next meeting is scheduled for Tuesday 20 November 2020, as a Zoom/teleconference and is dependent on the COVID-19 situation.  

The meeting closed at 12:30pm.
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