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Ms Louise Gell

Acting Secretary

Senate Legal and Constitutional Committee 

Parliament House

CANBERRA  ACT  2600

Dear Ms Gell

Thank you for your letter of 18 June 2003 seeking our answers to four questions on notice taken during the hearing on 15 May 2003 into the progress on reconciliation. The Office’s answers to these questions are attached.

Please call me if you have any further questions. My telephone number is 02 6264 4693.

Yours sincerely

Bryan Palmer

A/g Assistant Secretary

Social Programs and Reconciliation Branch

    July 2003

QUESTION TAKEN ON NOTICE

PROGRESS ON RECONCILIATION HEARING – 15 MAY 2003

OFFICE OF ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER AFFAIRS 

SENATOR RIDGEWAY ASKED

Could you tell us to what extent the office may get involved or at least make representations not so much on housing but on hostel accommodation? I am aware of some issues that hostels have experienced of late in trying to address the question of accommodation in relation to skills and training in the vocational education system. You may or may not be aware of two examples of applications that have been made to build hostels in Hobart and Port Augusta, both of those being rejected by the local government body. I think the reasons have become pretty obvious to at least Aboriginal Hostels Ltd about why that has not occurred. Do you have any views about that? How do you deal with issues where it appears on its face that it is for reasons to do with discrimination? Would the government take any sort of leadership role in that sense, particularly in terms of trying to achieve the sort of outcomes that you talk about? You do not have to answer those questions now. I would just be interested if you could go away and give some thought to that.

ANSWER

The Office of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs is a small agency within the Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs established to provide high level advice to the Minister for Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs. In general, the Office is focused on its core business of policy advice and does not get involved in the operational matters of other agencies within the portfolio. 

Should an agency within the portfolio face discrimination, it has a range of options available to it, including remedies available under anti-discrimination legislation. The Office of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs is only likely to become involved in such matters should a significant broader policy issue emerge from a number of individual cases.

However, in respect of the two matters raised in the question, the Office of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs has received the following advice from Aboriginal Hostels Limited.

The Tasmanian Indigenous community had been lobbying Aboriginal Hostels Limited (AHL) for a number of years to establish a hostel in Launceston. In June 2002 a suitable property was purchased at 108 Elphin Road in Launceston. 

Under the current zoning regulations AHL could have immediately operated the hostel as a 7-bed hostel. Nonetheless, in the spirit of cooperation and good corporate citizenship, AHL approached the Launceston City Council for permission to operate the hostel at its full capacity of 10-beds as a medical transient hostel. 

At a council meeting on 15 July 2002, approval for AHL to operate the hostel was declined for the following reasons: 

· It is inconsistent with the zoning intent for the Closed Residential Zone.

· It will cause detriment to the character and ambience of the locality, and the existing and future amenities of the properties in the locality.

· Private medical establishment is an inappropriate use in the Closed Residential Zone. 

AHL appealed this decision in October 2002 in the Resource Management and Planning Appeal Tribunal. AHL rejected the notion that the hostel would be a medical establishment. It was intended for people to use after or before admittance to the Launceston hospital and believed the hostel was consistent with the character and ambience of the locality. However, the tribunal declined AHL’s appeal. The property at 108 Elphin Road, Launceston was sold in March 2003. 

AHL has no interests in construction in Port Augusta. However, AHL is working with the community to establish a substance use hostel.

QUESTION TAKEN ON NOTICE

PROGRESS ON RECONCILIATION HEARING – 15 MAY 2003

OFFICE OF ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER AFFAIRS 

SENATOR CROSSIN ASKED

You would be aware that Wadeye is just about to complete a rural transaction centre. In fact, it went ahead with the process of having a rural transaction centre by borrowing $100,000 in order to get that centre up and running. The community actually considers the RTC to be a business venture. Can you explain why Centrelink as an agency are willing to move into that RTC but are refusing to pay rent? In any other normal business venture around this country, if you moved into a privately owned venture, your Commonwealth agencies would be expected to pay rent. Why is it that Centrelink are refusing to do that in Port Keats?

ANSWER

The Office of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs has been provided with the following response to the question.

FaCS is aware of the issue, and as part of the Indigenous Communities Coordination Pilot process, consideration is being given to a one-stop-shop for employment, income support, education and training.

Kardu Numida Council and Murin Resource Centre are currently contracted to deliver the Centrelink Agent services in Wadeye and the outstations respectively.

The Centrelink Agent contract provides remuneration for two components: fees and incidentals. As such, the Agent program does not allow for a specific rental payment to be made to any organisation that hosts an Agent.

It is a condition of the contract between Centrelink and its host organisations for the funding of Agents, that host organisations provide suitable accommodation for the Agents to fulfil their roles.

QUESTION TAKEN ON NOTICE

PROGRESS ON RECONCILIATION HEARING – 15 MAY 2003

OFFICE OF ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER AFFAIRS 

SENATOR BOLKUS ASKED

Can you take this question on notice: in those areas of health, housing and wherever else you anticipate or imply that agreements are being developed between Commonwealth and state, can you come back to us on what that performance reporting entails in a practical sense?

ANSWER

In its submission to the Committee, the Office of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs (OATSIA) noted the Government has agreed that as Specific Purpose Payments (SPPs) to states and territory governments are renewed, in the areas of health, housing, infrastructure, and education, the Commonwealth will seek to include clear objectives and associated reporting requirements in respect of inputs and regional outcomes for Indigenous Australians. Similarly, where the Government has funding formulae under SPPs that recognise differential funding rates for Indigenous people on the basis of remoteness, the Government will re-examine whether the differential rate of funding is appropriate to the need, having regard to allocations available through other programs. 

These objectives are being pursued in respect of the Australian Health Care Agreements and the Commonwealth State Housing Agreement, both of which are currently being negotiated. They will be pursued in respect of the Indigenous Education Strategic Initiatives Program and the next Australian National Training Authority Agreement as they come up for renegotiation. The current state of negotiations, as reported to OATSIA, is:

Health

The Australian Health Care Agreements for 2003-08 are yet to be finalised.  The Commonwealth is seeking to require the Agreements to be implemented in a manner consistent with the principles outlined in:

(a) the Agreement on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health (Framework Agreement);

(b) the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Information Plan; and

(c) the National Strategic Framework for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health (NSFATSIH) as endorsed by State Governments. 

The proposed performance-reporting framework includes the following elements that relate to Indigenous health:

1. The State agrees to provide the following information annually, in order for it to be published by the Commonwealth by 30 June in the subsequent year:

· The number of public and private hospital separations by Indigenous and Non-Indigenous Status per 1,000 population; and

· Psychiatric care by Indigenous and Non-Indigenous Status.

2. In addition, the State agrees to work together with the Commonwealth and all other States to develop and refine appropriate performance indicators. These indicators will relate to both admitted and/or non-admitted patient services and will include indicators of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health.

Housing

The Commonwealth State Housing Agreement for 2003 is yet to be finalised. However, the Commonwealth is proposing that the bilateral agreements under the CSHA will be the main vehicle for articulating performance-reporting arrangements. In respect of the Aboriginal Rental Housing Program (ARHP) component of the CSHA it is also proposed that the States and Territories will also agree annual plans with the Commonwealth.

Currently, performance is monitored through the following:

· analysis of the states’ and territories’ annual Indigenous housing plans by both the Minister for Family and Community Services and the ATSIC chairman;

· analysis of performance information provided by states, territories and communities, as part of the Commonwealth State Housing Agreement under the 1999 Agreement on National Indigenous Housing Information; and

· data from the Fixing Houses for Better Health program.
Education

The Indigenous Education Strategic Initiatives Programme (IESIP) provides per capita and other supplementary funding to education providers across the preschool, school and vocational education sectors.  IESIP recipients are required to enter into Indigenous Education Agreements (IEAs) with the Commonwealth before funding under any program component can be made available.  Performance indicators and funding year targets form the basis of Schedule 1 to the IEAs.  Individual providers determine the nature and extent of internal planning arrangements and strategies they may need to put in place to achieve their targets.

Performance indicators endorsed by the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs include:

· Improving literacy;

· Improving numeracy;

· Improving educational outcomes for Indigenous students;

· Increasing Indigenous enrolments;

· Increasing Indigenous employment in education and training;

· Increasing professional development of staff involved in Indigenous education;

· Increasing involvement of Indigenous parents/community members in education decision-making; and

· Expanding culturally inclusive curricula.

The Department of Education, Science and Training is currently in the process of renegotiating the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) agreement. This agreement will include a range of targeted outcomes for Indigenous people.

 

Partners in a Learning Culture is the five-year national strategy (2000-2005) for increasing opportunities for Indigenous people in vocational education and training (VET). The Australian Indigenous Training Advisory Council (AITAC) has been established to monitor the implementation of the Partners in a Learning Culture. Partners in a Learning Culture has four objectives which each have key performance measures. The four objectives are:

· Increasing  involvement of Indigenous people in decision making about policy, planning,  resources and delivery;

· Achieving  participation in VET for Indigenous peoples equal to those of the rest of the  Australian community;

· Achieving  increased culturally appropriate, and flexibly delivered training, including  use of information technology, for Indigenous people;  and

· Developing  closer links between VET outcomes for Indigenous people and industry and  employment.

QUESTION TAKEN ON NOTICE

PROGRESS ON RECONCILIATION HEARING – 15 MAY 2003

OFFICE OF ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER AFFAIRS 

SENATOR BOLKUS ASKED

Also with the Commonwealth Grants Commission report on specific purpose payments to the states, there are reporting requirements that you talk about there in your submission. I would like to know what they are and once again what benchmarks apply. You also say that the ministerial council action plans ‘vary in their sophistication’. Basically we are talking about monitoring performance. Can you come back to us with the mechanisms that are being developed to monitor that performance? We know about the benchmarks, but what is happening at the moment?

ANSWER

Performance reporting in specific purpose payments

See the answer to the previous question.

Ministerial Council Action Plans

COAG is developing a comprehensive regime of performance monitoring and reporting in respect of Indigenous disadvantage. This regime has two key components. The first is a regular national report on Indigenous disadvantage, which is being developed by the Steering Committee for the Review of Commonwealth State Service Provision (with a secretariat located in the Productivity Commission). The second is a series of sectoral performance monitoring strategies and benchmarks oversighted by the responsible Commonwealth-State Ministerial Council under their action plans. Supporting this regime, is a large and growing body of publicly available Indigenous population and administrative data.

In respect of monitoring the performance of the Ministerial Council action plans, the Ministerial Council for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs (MCATSIA) resolved in its action plan to review the Ministerial Council action plans, performance reporting strategies and benchmarks to identify gaps to COAG and comment on those gaps. MCATSIA provided its initial advice to the Prime Minister (in his capacity as the Chair of COAG) on the Ministerial Council action plans in June 2003.
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