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Availability and Delivery of Welfare Services

The key issues relating to welfare advocacy relate to:

The complexity of the system that requires a step-by-step approach to
access most services. Axiomatically, the more support a client needs, the
more assistance he/she will need to complete those steps. While a process
is inevitable and no matter how simple such a process might be, these
steps are often beyond the capabilities of our clients, especially those who
need most help.

There is a growing number of stakeholders in the welfare system, with each
having discrete needs and internal processes and each presenting a new
person to engage with our clients. While, this might be unavoidable, it
increases the stress on the clients whom the system is trying to help.

To simplify the systems referred to previously, there is an increasing
reliance on IT options to manage claims and queries. Again, this approach
requires clients to apply on-line or through an automated telephone
system that are beyond the capabilities of those most in need, if not the
majority of applicants. As noted previously, many of our clients do not have
ready access to family or friends, and even if they did, it should not be
assumed that the family or friends would be able to navigate the systems
to achieve optimal outcomes.

Having been allocated an entitlement, clients must then source providers
to assist them access the services they need. Typically, these services
include nursing or household assistance at home, admission to an aged-
care facility, or a myriad of services in between. We have previously
referred to the paucity of these services in the ACT and region.

In the ACT, our clients face inter-jurisdictional issues that limit or do not
provide support across the NSW/ACT border. While these issues are well
known, they can affect the assessment and delivery processes and can
adversely affect clients.

The demographics of regional Australia also affect the availability of some
welfare services. This applies in the ACT and region and it is seen as a lack
of choice or competition and, potentially, the unavailability of critical
services such as homecare packages, respite care and crisis
accommodation.

In respect of DVA services, we have found that stakeholders have a mixed
knowledge and understanding of DVA policies and processes including
those relating to fees-for-service. Although we are aware of DVA’s
processes to inform stakeholders of their policies, we find that many of
these policies adversely and inadvertently affect stakeholders and our

clients.

Training and Accreditation

While the Sub-Branch accepts the need for an improved training and
accreditation program, we believe that, from what we have seen of the ATDP,
it is prescriptive, inflexible and does not account for characteristics inherent in
the military personnel who make up the majority of volunteer advocates in the
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veteran community. We believe this fact is contrary to the mantra being
advocated by government and Defence in relation to employment programs
for former ADF personnel.

We note the basis from which the ATDP should have been designed is that the
ADF harbours the biggest pool of junior leaders and trainers of any similar sized
organisation in Australia. Yet, our experience with the ATDP is that advocates
are being treated like children rather than as veterans who had a significant
exposure to vocational training while they were serving, and many would have
extensive experience as trainers. Many have extensive leadership experience
that would meet the characteristics required of mentors and be used when
interviewing clients and assessing problems.

While the need for accreditation is agreed, we believe it would be easier to
achieve better outcomes and be easier to manage the process by accrediting
veteran (support) centres as part of a hub and spoke network that all major
ESOs agreed to some four years ago as being the future of veterans’ advocacy.

Acceptance of the previous comment would promote a collegiate approach to
advocacy wherein advocates would work in well-resourced teams to provide a
holistic service. This would ease the pressure on recruitment and initial
training while ensuring quality control measures would be available to the

various centres or hubs.

The VITA insurance program previously required advocates to attend various
TIP courses and complete some on-the-job training before being certified by
the respective ESO for which they worked. The only changes to that system
under the ATDP seem to be that potential advocates qualify at some form of
training before they are accepted by the ESO. In either case, we understand
the host ESO remains the final authority of an advocate’s right to practise. If
this is the case, ESOs should have access to all training programs and courses
so they can conduct reinforcement and continuation training to satisfy the ESO
that actually permits them to practise.

The concept for CPD is also supported but, as noted previously, we see no
reason why all ESOs and advocates cannot have access to the courses without
necessarily having to enrol in a program until they or their ESO feels they are
ready for formal training or assessment.

Again, and with only a cursory exposure to the course content, it seems the
ATDP focusses heavily on veterans of recent conflicts and peacetime service
post-2004 and who would be eligible to claim conditions under the MRCA. Our
data shows that most of our clients have eligibility under the VEA and SRCA
(now DRCA), as well as the MRCA.

Client Expectations

As indicated at Attachments B-D, we have had a diverse group of veterans seek
assistance with claims and appeals over the past seven years. While most of
our work has been with the 40-60 age group, we have had a steady and
increasing flow of younger veterans also. Similarly, we have no shortage of

Woden Valley RSL Sub-Branch
Submission to Veterans’ Advocacy and Support Services
Scoping Study, August 2018




23

female clients, most of whom have presented with issues similar to anyone
else with similar military service.

Sadly, we have many cases that have involved bullying of various sorts and, of
sexual harassment of males and females.

Although some clients seek particular or gender specific advocates, most are
happy to be filtered by our basic triage system that provides for the team
approach we promote and practise. Where necessary, desirable or when
requested, we can match most clients’ requests quite readily.

In the main, we have found that clients merely want our help and guidance to
ensure they receive a fair hearing. This applies to the legacy claims referred to
previously as much as it does to the complex and sensitive ones.

Quite frequently, a veteran’s spouse will accompany him/her throughout the
process and will be an integral part of that outcome. In these cases, we accept

the spouse as a client also.

We have found recently that some clients are happy to seek general advice
and continuing support while they prepare and submit their claims through
the options available to them. While this can create some issues, many clients
seem to find their direct engagement somewhat cathartic.

In essence, we try to practise our philosophy of having a client focus and match
our resources with each client’s needs, wants and desires.

In relation to welfare services, most clients seem to appreciate the support we
provide and acknowledge they would have been unable to negotiate the
system without our help. We continually find that family members appreciate
this approach also, even up to and after a funeral service.

Veterans’ Legislation

In noting the three Acts under which veterans’ entitlements are assessed, we
note that our clients are also affected by legislation applicable to the general
population such as My Aged Care. There are also State and Territory policies
that affect a veteran’s ability to access services and receive their entitlements.

While our advocates are generally happy with the provisions of the VEA, DRCA
and MRCA, at times they are frustrated and confused by what appears to be
an inconsistent interpretation of these Acts and an apparent lack of their
beneficial application. However, where possible, we report incidents as they
arise and continue to advocate on behalf of our clients to achieve suitable
outcomes. We also report issues through forums aimed at discussing these

sorts of issues.
Three key areas of concern are:

e We believe that the alone tests under the VEA and the use of 65 years as a
critical age factor are too prescriptive and are contrary to the intent of the
legislation.

e Although we have had limited experience with the MRCA, we note that the
assessment of the incapacity payments is complicated and process-driven.
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e We believe there is little or no flexibility to determine outcomes in favour
of a client when evidence or other reasons might preclude the meeting of
particular criteria even though the claims have been presented well and
the reasons for the minimal evidence should be apparent and acceptable.

Veteran Centric Reform

As previously noted, we support the concept of Veteran Centric Reform that
focusses on the veteran as a client. However, these reforms seem to target
specific elements of the veteran community and do not account for many of
those that we are supporting.

In particular, we note that, while many of these reforms affect the claims and
appeals processes for veterans of recent conflicts, we are unclear as to how
they will affect other claims or improve the delivery of services that will
continue through-life and will inevitably be more necessary as the veteran

ages.
Dissemination of Information, Social Media and Hyperbole

Particularly through social media, we are concerned about the level of
misinformation that permeates elements of the veteran community. While
others are entitled to their opinions and may vent their frustrations as they
wish, we note the adverse effects that some of this criticism must have on well-
intentioned and hardworking volunteers and DVA staff.

Unfortunately, however, having noted this issue, we have no suggestions as to
how it might be addressed, other than to promote the availability and benefits
of veterans (support) centres as a means of demonstrating the capabilities and
capacity to engage with all elements of the veteran community.

We also believe that the ESO hierarchy must accept a key role to promote the
contribution that many ESOs make to the overall wellbeing of veterans and
their families. Concurrently, the ESO hierarchy should identify and deal with
those ESOs who might not be performing well. This latter group would include
some that have reached a status they might not deserve, but with which they
exercise undue influence on government, stakeholders and veterans in ways
that might not stand the test of time, or even of due diligence.

Resources

Funds

While people are and will remain the biggest risk to our continued viability, the
availability of funds to support the activities of the VSC are the biggest threat
over which we have little or no control. Without substantial and sustainable
financial support from a third party or parties, we cannot resource the staff we
need to support our volunteers who will continue to do most of the work. Nor
can we provide the levels of administrative support that are increasingly
required to support the changing nature of the claims and appeals processes,
and the responsible maintenance of records for our welfare cases.

While our members are prepared to delve into our cash reserves, these are
limited, and this resource is both finite and short term.
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The availability of DVA and other government grants is highly competitive and
cannot be relied on to budget for our operations, let alone to meet the
increasing governance and management regimes that NFP organisations must

meet.

Similarly, we cannot budget effectively on the projected income from annual
appeals. These funds are therefore applied to discretionary support that is still
part of our core business of enhancing veterans’ wellbeing.

Realistically, and even if we are granted PBI and DGR status, it is unlikely that
we will attract significant corporate sponsorship in the foreseeable future. This
applies in the context of competing demands for corporate support from other
charities and, particularly on the understanding that most of the likely
benefactors will know of the League’s substantial pools of resources across its
branches. While access to these funds and the ability for one branch to support
another is limited by State legislation, it is hard to imagine corporate Australia
accepting this as an excuse for the League, as the major ESO, not supporting
its members and core business operations.

Ad hoc government funds have recently been allocated lavishly on some of the
newer ESOs and veteran-centric organisations as tied grants to meet projects
such as the transition from the ADF to civilian employment. Other projects
include studies of mental health and wellbeing. However, and while this work
is important, this form of funding is of little use to our Sub-Branch and the work
that is contributing so well to the physical, mental and emotional wellbeing of
a large component of the veteran community in the ACT and region.

IT Hardware and Software

As noted elsewhere, the use of IT is critical to the responsible conduct of much
of the work we do. DVA processes are increasingly using IT to improve their
business processes, especially those relating to claims and appeals. This
includes the digital handling of service and medical files, correspondence,
general knowledge and learning media. In fact, successive Federal
Government ministers have championed the need to upgrade DVA’s IT

systems.

While we welcome these initiatives, the changes also affect the dynamics and
business processes required by ESOs and advocates to play their part in the
overall system. This observation applies to the hardware and software that are

essential to the system.

As noted, and because we do not have the funds to support these initiatives,
we will be unable to operate effectively without technical assistance.

it should also be clear that, should DVA develop new IT systems, all users must
be able to access the same versions and to update these as required.
Otherwise, the overall system will fail.

This requirement reinforces the desirability of establishing support centres
that can operate at a reasonably high level and be resourced to assist and
oversee smaller elements that would form their spokes as part of an overall
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network. It should be noted that, about four years ago, the ESO community
generally accepted the hub and spoke approach as the model that would best
support veterans’ advocacy into the future.

Accommodation

Our Sub-Branch faces the major risk that we will need to pay market rates for
future accommodation. A conservative estimate shows that would be about
four times what we now pay and would, in itself, be a game-changer that could
result in the closure of this VSC.

While government and corporate sponsorship could resolve this challenge, we
have not seen any likelihood that either source might do so.

Likely Outcome of Limited Financial Support

Although the Sub-Branch does not need many resources to exist as a basic
entity and perform the functions of a medium-sized sub-branch, without
substantial and sustainable funding support, we will be unable to sustain the
present operations of the VSC and support the veteran community in the ACT
and region as we do now and as we expect we will need to do into the
foreseeable future, unless we receive external assistance.

We believe that the previous comment is particularly relevant as we expect
our advocacy workloads to continue to grow as they have done during the past
five years, even though the nature of the work will also change as the client

base ages.

In conclusion, we believe that:

The TOR and the Discussion Paper for the Scoping Study:

e are too narrow and are likely to provide pre-determined outcomes as they
do not seem to cater for the nature and needs of the whole veteran
community;

e underestimate the type and extent of advocacy that ESOs provide and that
will be essential to the future success of veteran support;

e underestimate the present capabilities and capacities of volunteer
advocates as a whole and focus more on their limitations than their
potential strengths to enhance the overall system of veterans’ advocacy;
and

e assume the need for, design of and inevitable success of the ATDP training
and accreditation system despite its potential to disenfranchise major
elements of the present volunteer-based advocacy system.

There is potential to refine and expand the hub and spoke approach to
veterans’ advocacy by establishing and maintaining a series of accredited
veterans (support) centres that, in turn, would resource and support smaller
outlets on their respective spokes.
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The resources available to and required by the ESO community are unevenly
spread and could be better distributed to ensure a broader network of
advocates will be available to meet future needs.

While the recent Veteran Centric initiatives are necessary and welcomed, we
believe they do not cater for the nature and volume of work that meets the
needs of the whole veteran community particularly in relation to the delivery
of welfare support on a through-life basis.

Although we have been unable to analyse the detailed training programs
available in the ATDP, the training and accreditation process seems to be more
prescriptive than is necessary and it will, therefore, be unlikely to achieve its
potential as a vocational training tool.

Recommendations:

It is therefore recommended that:

The Scope for the present review into veterans’ advocacy be expanded to cover
the range of clients and their needs as outlined in this paper, and the study be
continued in a second phase that would provide for these broader requirements;
With assistance and support from government and DVA, the major ESOs establish
and sustain a network of VSCs across all States and Territories that would accord
with the present RSL branch structure from which they could be coordinated;
With the encouragement and assistance of State and Federal Governments, the
major ESOs determine and implement a balanced approach to better use
resources to establish and sustain a national hub and spoke model for veterans’
advocacy.

The system of government grants and the issue of ad hoc funds be better targeted
to ensure they support ESOs and other organisations that are able to best support
the veteran community as a whole.

The present ATDP be reviewed as a matter of urgency and redesigned to ensure it
addresses the actual requirement to train advocates to meet the whole advocacy
requirement and builds on the characteristics inherent in veterans and that are
the basis for the evolving employment programs being promoted and supported
by government and Defence.

J.A.F. GILCHRIST

President

Woden Valley RSL Sub-Branch
20 August 2018

Attachments:

A. Woden Valley RSL Sub-Branch, Organisation

B Age Ranges for Claims and Appeals, (January to July 2018, and 2011 -2018)
C. Gender Distribution of Claimants, (January to July 2018, and 2011 -2018)

D Service Representation of Claimants, (January to July 2018, and 2011 -2018)
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Attachment B

Age Range - Open Cases
30 July 2018
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OPEN CASES July 2018
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OPEN CASES July 2018
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