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Dear Sew fA 040(

I am writing in regard to the 2011 Senate Community Affairs Reference Committee’s Inquiry
into Commonwealth Funding and Administration of Mental Health Services and its Final
Report.

I would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge the significant and welcome interest of
the Committee in improving the health and wellbeing of all Australians affected by mental
illness, their families and carers. The Final Report provided an important resource that has
contributed to the Government’s thinking and decisions in respect of announced reforms to
the mental health system.

The Prime Minister has declared mental health to be a priority, and appointed this country’s first
federal Mental Health Minister. We have backed this with action, with substantial investment in
foundational health system reform, together with targeted mental health funding in the 2010-11
Budget and through our election commitment doubling investment in suicide prevention.

Now we have put in place a further major boost to services for people with a mental illness —
both in health and community services — together with a structure to continue reform over the
long term. The Australian Government has provided a $2.2 billion investment over five years
to drive fundamental reform in Australia’s mental health system. We have heard the voices
of the millions of Australians who have experienced mental illness, their families, their carers
and the experts, and the commitment the Australian Government has made to mental health
acts on their advice.

Noting that there was only one formal recommendation and the diversity of views arising
from the report, the Government has prepared a summary table (Attachment A) responding to
all recommendations in the Final Report. I note that the minority report by the Australian
Labor Party Senators, and the dissenting report by Coalition Senators, did not make any
formal recommendations.

The Government has taken concrete steps to respond to the concerns expressed in the Final
Report in relation to the rationalisation of allied health treatment sessions under the Better
Access to Psychiatrists, Psychologists and General Practitioners through the Medicare
Benefits Scheme (Better Access) initiative.
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While Better Access was neither designed nor intended to provide intensive services or
ongoing therapy for people with more severe and persistent mental illness, the Government
acknowledges that there are some people with more complex needs who may have come to
rely on the program for support.

The Government recognises that reducing the number of rebateable sessions has caused some
community concern and that some of the new services announced as part of the Delivering
National Mental Health Reform 2011-12 Budget Package need time to build capacity before
they are able to provide care and support to people with more complex needs or people with
more severe and persistent mental illness.

The Government has listened to these concerns. On 1 February 2012, I announced that the
Government is delaying full implementation of the Better Access allied health changes until
1 January 2013 and, in the interim period, reinstating the capacity to access up to an
additional six sessions in exceptional circumstances (to a maximum of sixteen services in a
calendar year).

The reintroduction of ‘exceptional circumstances’ up to 31 December 2012 provides time for
allied mental health professionals and consumers to adapt to the new arrangements and time
for the new mental health services to build capacity to effectively respond to people with
more complex needs.

I am also pleased to advise that the Government has made progress in a number of key areas
relating to the Inquiry’s Terms of Reference. Of particular note is:

e the commencement of the National Mental Health Commission on 1 January 2012;

e the launch of the e-headspace service that has recently begun providing telephone and
web-based support services to young people (building on the existing headspace
platform) as well as the announcement of the next 15 locations for headspace
services;

e rollout of the first tranche of the additional funding under the Access to Allied
Psychological Services and Support for Day to Day Living in the Community
programs; and

e expressions of interest and application processes held in relation to the national
expansion of the Early Psychosis Prevention and Intervention Centre model, and the
National Partnership Agreement on Supporting Mental Health Reform.

Work is ongoing across all eighteen measures under the Delivering National Mental Health
Reform package to meet the Government’s commitment to roll-out the additional services in
a timely way and make a real difference to the mental health of Australians.

Thank you again for the important work the Committee has undertaken.

Your‘s gincerely

MARK BUTLER

Encl 17 APR 2012
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