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The Community and Disability Services Ministers met in Melbourne today to progress key national reforms in community services, child protection and services for people with disability and their carers.

Child Protection

Ministers acknowledged and praised the efforts of workers and carers in supporting children in child protection systems across the country.

Ministers also today met with representatives from the Coalition of Organisations Committed to the Safety and Wellbeing of Australia’s Children to discuss the progress on the implementation of the National Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children.

National Standards for Out of Home Care

New national standards aimed at improving outcomes for children and young people living in foster homes and other formal out-of-home care situations were today agreed upon by all Community Services Ministers.

Ministers agreed that the roll-out of the National Standards for Out-of-Home Care would begin from 1 July 2011, with an annual public report on progress.

The new standards will provide a national benchmark for the care of children and young people who are unable to live with their parents, no matter which state or territory they are in.

The national standards focus on the critical areas of providing children with access to health, education and training, as well as increased support for carers and improved planning for children’s transition from care.

The national standards are a key reform under the National Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children 2009 – 2020.

The standards can be found at: http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/families/pubs/nat_std_4_outofhomecare/Pages/default.aspx
Support for Young People Leaving Out of Home Care

Ministers agreed that support for young people leaving care would continue to be a priority.

Recognising the critical importance of leaving care plans in helping children to successfully transition to independence, Ministers agreed to develop a nationally consistent approach to leaving care plans.

A proposed national approach will be brought back to Ministers at their next meeting.

Improving Support for Carers
Ministers released a major report on current financial and non-financial support available for carers.

This report provides a comprehensive stocktake of existing initiatives in each state and territory, and nationally, for foster carers, as well as informal carers including grandparent carers and other kinship carers.

The report can be found at: http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/families/pubs/pac_support_outhomecare/Pages/default.aspx
National Welfare Reforms

Ministers noted the recent findings of the evaluation of the Child Protection and Voluntary Income Management measures in Western Australia.

Ministers agreed to establish a Ministerial working group to examine and progress options for the further use of evidence based welfare reform initiatives aimed at improving child protection outcomes.

Remote Area Rotation Initiative

Community Services Ministers agreed to the development of a Remote Area Rotation initiative to allow for interstate child protection workers to be seconded to the Northern Territory for six month periods or longer.

This initiative is designed to assist with Northern Territory workforce shortages and provide an opportunity for interstate child protection workers to receive accreditation in rural and remote child protection with Indigenous communities.

This initiative will benefit all states and territories by allowing opportunities for front line workers to gain some valuable training and experience working with a remote community or communities.

Given the rate of Indigenous children in care across all states and territories, this initiative will provide valuable outcomes for Indigenous children across Australia.

Community Services

Social and Community Sector Equal Remuneration Case

Ministers discussed the significance of the Social and Community Sector equal remuneration case currently before Fair Work Australia for the community sector, and the implications of any decision for the sector. 

Community Services Ministers acknowledged the value of the community sector in providing services for vulnerable Australians and affirmed their support for gender pay equity.

Ministers agreed that the inter-jurisdictional working group considering the implications of the Fair Work Australia case will include community services officials.

Ministers agreed that they would receive an update from officials at the next meeting.

National Community Services Workforce Profile Project

The final report, Who Works in Community Services – a profile of Australian workforces in child protection, juvenile justice, disability services and general community services, was endorsed.

The report provides comparable point in time base line data, identifying important facts about community services organisations and the people who work in the field.

The information will assist the development, implementation and evaluation of national and jurisdictional strategies to address workforce issues, especially regarding attraction and retention for the community services sector.

Disability Services

National Disability Agreement Review

Ministers agreed that a review of the National Disability Agreement be undertaken early next year to ensure the agreement reflects changes arising from the National Health and Hospitals Agreement, the National Disability Strategy and the National Carer Strategy being developed.

Ministers also agreed the review should reflect the findings of the COAG Reform Council Baseline performance report on the National Disability Agreement for 2008-09 and the Heads of Treasuries Review of Agreements under the Intergovernmental Agreement on Federal Financial Relations.

Population Benchmarks under the National Disability Agreement

Ministers agreed to use the National Need and Supply Model to measure population benchmarks, including a respite benchmark to help carers of people with disability.

Using the National Need and Supply Model to measure population benchmarks will support better reporting on the provision of disability services, and on the need for these services. This will support greater transparency and better decision-making about disability service provision.

Ministers also agreed to use the National Need and Supply Model to generate and publish national reports on disability services and demand for these services.  This will use data from the 2009 Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers when this becomes available.

Younger People in Residential Aged Care

Ministers affirmed their continued commitment to delivering appropriate accommodation options for younger people with disability.

Ministers agreed to maintain their efforts beyond the current initiative, which runs until

30 June 2011 to assist younger people with disability in, or at risk of entering, residential aged care.

Ministers will consider options beyond the current initiative, including new performance targets, by March 2011.

Employment for People with Disability

Ministers noted the efforts across jurisdictions to improve employment outcomes for people with disability.

They agreed that further improvements in this area will be a priority for future work.

Ministers will consider options at the next meeting, including Commonwealth and state programs that will better complement and reinforce each other. 

Autism Services

Ministers agreed to consider establishing a national register for locations of autism services across Australia.

Productivity Commission Inquiry into Long Term Care and Support for People with Disability

Ministers agreed to meet to discuss the Productivity Commission’s draft report into a Long-term Care and Support Scheme for People with Disability, following the release of that report.

Protection of Vulnerable People with Disability

Ministers agreed to consider the development of a nationally consistent approach to the protection of vulnerable people with a disability.

Information Sharing on Key Elements of the National Disability Agreement

Ministers noted the progress undertaken by jurisdictions in implementing the key elements of the Disability Agreement.

Ministers also noted the significant effort above and beyond the national reform agenda from the Australian, state and territory Governments which support the outcomes of the National Disability Agreement and enhance the lives of people with disability.

Innovative initiatives being delivered across jurisdictions include:

· The Australian Government is investing $60 million in a capital fund to build innovative, community-based supported accommodation places for people with disability; 
· The Australian Government’s Better Start for Children with Disability initiative will ensure children with disabilities that affect their development have access to early intervention therapies and treatments. Children under six with sight and hearing impairments, cerebral palsy, Down syndrome or fragile X syndrome will be eligible to receive up to $12,000 for early intervention services; 
· The New South Wales Government’s historic $2 billion additional investment in Stronger Together, its ten year plan for disability services, which will deliver over 47,000 new disability service places in New South Wales; 
· The release of Building bright futures: an action plan for children with a disability – birth to eight years 2010-13 in Queensland; 
· The Victorian Government’s commitment to develop new and innovative approaches and models for providing supported accommodation and respite to people with a disability; 
· The Family Living Initiative early intervention strategy that enables families and carers to continue to support family members with disability at home in Western Australia; 
· Directly providing funds to people with disability in South Australia, for the first time enabling them to purchase the support services of their choosing; 
· The opening of Tasmania’s Gateway Services for provision of support to people with disability, their families and carers; 
· The ACT Government’s Policy Framework for Children and Young People with Disability and their Families; and, 
· The launch of the Office of Disability in Darwin. 
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