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Foreword

The Australian community quite rightly expects the Commonwealth Government to care for our
servicemen and women who suffer ill-health because of their military service. This Government
takes that responsibility very seriously. In 2007 we announced an election commitment, set out
in Labor’s Plan for Veterans’ Affairs, to convene a Parliamentary Inquiry to examine the health and
compensation issues surrounding the Royal Australian Air Force’s (RAAF) F-111 deseal/reseal
workers and their families.

In addition to examining the health effects of F-111 fuel tank maintenance, with particular
reference to the unique fuselage repair work undertaken and the health risks involved, the
Parliamentary Inquiry was also tasked with considering the adequacy of the Government'’s
response to date. The aim was to investigate whether the Government's response was adequate
and consistent with the findings of the Study of Health Outcomes in Aircraft Maintenance
Personnel, 2004 (SHOAMP); and, whether the overall handling and administration of health and
compensation schemes was sufficient.

The previous Government provided access to benefits for some 700 RAAF personnel and civilians
who were identified as having been involved, to some degree, in the RAAF's formal deseal/

reseal fuel tank maintenance programs. Health care and compensation benefits were available
to workers experiencing any of the SHOAMP-specified illnesses; with the Health Care Scheme
available while a claim was being determined, and continuing indefinitely even if a claim was
rejected. The previous Government also paid one-off ex-gratia lump sums to eligible participants
who had been in formal deseal/reseal programs, where they satisfied Tier 1 or Tier 2 criteria -
definitions based on length of participation in the formal programs. Such ex-gratia payments
were available regardless of a claimant’s health status, and were based only on a participant’s
working environment.

The Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade commenced the F-111
Parliamentary Inquiry in June 2008 and took evidence and histories from the fuel tank
maintenance workers themselves. It also reviewed relevant scientific and health studies, and
considered the services and support provided to affected workers by the Departments of Defence
and Veterans' Affairs.

The Inquiry report, Sealing a just outcome: Report from the Inquiry into RAAF F-111 Deseal/Reseal
Workers and their Families, was tabled on 25 June 2009. A copy of the report is available online at:
http://www.aph.gov.au/house/committee/jfadt/deseal_reseal/report.htm

The report makes 18 recommendations, broadly relating to:

+ health care and support for RAAF deseal-reseal workers and their families;

« access to compensation using the provisions of subsection 7(2) Safety, Rehabilitation and
Compensation Act 1988 (SRCA) - for conditions resulting from exposure to the chemicals used
in deseal-reseal processes, as identified following the SHOAMP;

« access to ex-gratia payments;
« occupational health and safety issues specific to Defence and the Australian Defence Forces;

« continuing statistical analysis and review of health issues affecting personnel, and medical
research to help understand the underlying factors for these medical conditions.

The Government has accepted 14 of the Inquiry’s recommendations, some in modified form, one
partially accepted, and some accepted with enhancements. The tables at pages 6 and 10 detail
the Inquiry’s recommendations and the Government Response.
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The Government Response provides some $55 million over four years, expanding the definition
of eligible personnel and the benefits and services available to them - to provide better access to
care and compensation under the SRCA.

The Response significantly expands eligibility for compensation and health care under ss7(2) of
the SRCA, by recognising thousands more F-111 maintenance personnel who may be affected
because their work required fuel tank entry. An estimated 2,400 additional workers, (along

with those associated with the formal deseal/reseal work programs) may now be considered for
access to health care and compensation through inclusion in the definition of Tier 3 exposure
classification, should they become affected by the health conditions linked to F-111 deseal/reseal
work. While they were not subject to the same working conditions (with respect to the time spent
in fuel tank entry and levels of chemical exposure) as those in the formal deseal/reseal programs,
the Government acknowledges that other personnel, such as those undertaking ‘pick and patch’
work, may have also been adversely affected by their working conditions.

Health care treatment and counselling, provided by the Department of Veterans’ Affairs under
the SHOAMP Health Care Scheme, and health screening and testing under the Better Health
Program, is now available for many more workers. The Government Response also caters to the
needs of family members of fuel tank maintenance workers, by extending counselling services
available to workers and their families. Both group and individual counselling sessions will

be available - designed to meet the specific clinical needs of participants. There will also be an
increased number of sessions in the counselling program.

To enable easier access to health care and compensation, the requirements for evidence to
support claims have been broadened - through the development of guidelines enabling statutory
declarations to be considered as part of formal evidence. This will facilitate the claims process for
those whose official work-related records may be unavailable.

The Department of Veterans’ Affairs will task a senior officer, with a health background, and

a background knowledge of the F-111 worker claims, to oversee the implementation of this
Response. This officer’s role will also include monitoring and analysing the nature of health issues
arising for current and future claims, so that trends in any late-emerging illnesses are identified.

The Department of Defence is continuing to research the underlying cause of health conditions
associated with F-111 fuel tank maintenance, through its study of mitochondria in personnel
exposed to fuel and solvents. A pilot study has now been completed and the next stage of the
research is being scoped under the management of Defence Centre for Occupational Health.

The ex-gratia payment scheme continues unchanged, with the exception that the Estates of
deceased personnel who died prior to 8 September 2001 are now eligible to apply for ex-gratia
payments. The Government has elected not to extend eligibility for the ex-gratia payment
scheme.

In the interests of fairness, the scheme (although a flawed approach to a complex health

and compensation issue) remains open to workers involved in the formal deseal/reseal

work programs under the existing eligibility criteria. The new guidelines for use of statutory
declarations should assist more of the personnel involved in the formal deseal/reseal work
programs to access the ex-gratia payments, where official records of their involvement are not
available.
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As part of the Government Response, there is now a dedicated F-111 Government website,
jointly hosted by the Departments of Defence and Veterans Affairs. The site provides information
and assistance to F-111 fuel tank maintenance workers and their families, detailing the range

of health services and compensation entitlements for affected workers, and the new eligibility
requirements. The website is available at:

http://f111.dva.gov.au

The Government thanks the Committee responsible for conducting the Parliamentary Inquiry -
for the breadth and scope of their work. We have considered the report in detail and are pleased
to present this Government Response, outlining our approach and actions regarding the important
matters raised on behalf of F-111 fuel tank maintenance workers and their families.

The Honourable Alan Griffin, MP
Minister for Veterans’ Affairs
Minister for Defence Personnel
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