Senate Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Legislation Committee

ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS ON NOTICE

Department of Veterans’ Affairs

Budget Estimates 2001–2002, 5 June 2001


Question 1

Outcome 1

Topic: Participation in nuclear tests

These questions were tabled in writing at the hearing

Senator Lyn Allison asked:

a. Can the Department confirm that the 176 documents on the British Nuclear Tests referred to in the letter to the Committee Secretary dated 4 June are ‘not under the control, possession or jurisdiction ‘of the Department of Veterans’ Affairs?

b. Can the department also confirm that a request has not yet been made to the National Archives of Australia or to the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet for the release of those documents?

c. If this is the case then why did Minister Scott indicate on ABC radio two weeks ago that the Department of Veterans’ Affairs was currently reviewing those documents as part of the current health study of veterans exposed during those tests?

d. Why is it that the families of those veterans will not also be studied for illness and birth defects?

e. Will highly enriched uranium and depleted uranium be taken into account in the health study? If not, why not?

f. Will the study make an assessment of the uranium present in the work locations of veterans? If not, why not?

g. Can you confirm that the Atomic weapons exploded at Emu and Maralinga contained more than 90kg either enriched or depleted uranium?

h. Is it the case that the application by Maralinga veteran (Cabillo v Commonwealth No NG 571 in 1991) failed because the Commonwealth concealed the evidence of uranium at Maralinga making it impossible to prove the relationship between Maralinga contamination and kidney cancer?

i. Can you confirm that Dr Durakovic, professor of radiology and nuclear medicine at Georgetown University head of a team of Canadian and American Scientists tested 17 Gulf War Veterans and detected disturbing amounts of depleted uranium in more than 70 per cent of cases studied?

j. What are the implications of this finding for Maralinga Veterans?

k. Will the study also examine so-called Gulf War Syndrome symptoms in Maralinga Veterans?

Answer:

a. The Department of Veterans’ Affairs can confirm that the documents (actually files) on the British Nuclear Tests referred to in the letter of 4 June 2001 to the Committee Secretary, are not under the Department’s control, possession or jurisdiction. The Department of Defence and the National Archives conducted a further examination of this series and the Department of Veterans’ Affairs has received advice that the number of files is actually 230 and not the reported 176, as then understood by the Secretary of the Department of Veterans’ Affairs in his letter of 4 June to the Senate Estimates Committee.  

b+c.
The Department began inquiries into documentation from the Royal Commission well before this media interview. These investigations have shown that the files referred to in the media are not newly available and were in fact examined by the Royal Commission. At the same time the Department began to examine what other material was available at the Archives and what normal and formal archival process would have to be observed to gain access to this material.

The Minister for Veterans’ Affairs wrote to the Minister responsible for the National Archives of Australia, the Hon Peter McGauran MP, requesting that documents not examined for public access be examined so that the remaining files could be made available to the Department and the public. Minister McGauran has agreed to expedite the handling of the matter and he proposed a meeting of relevant agencies’ staff to scope the magnitude of the task. Staff of the Departments of Veterans’ Affairs, Defence, Prime Minister and Cabinet and the National Archives of Australia had a preliminary meeting on 3 July 2001 to determine the scope of the exercise. Further meetings will be held after lists of documents have been examined.

d.
The Minister Assisting the Minister for Defence and the Minister for Veterans’ Affairs has announced a study of the mortality and cancer incidence and experience of those directly exposed to the British Atomic tests. Any extension of the study would be a matter for Government Policy consideration.

e. The mortality and cancer incidence study will examine the effects of the entire experience of participation in the tests. This will include the effects of radiation exposure.

f. No. The study is of the mortality and cancer incidence of the exposed population, not of the environmental impact of the atomic tests. 
g. The Department is unable to provide an answer this question as it falls outside of the expertise of the Veterans’ Affairs portfolio. The Report of the Royal Commission into British Nuclear tests in Australia may provide further information.
h. The Department of Industry, Science and Resources, which has carriage of matters pertaining to common law claims against the Commonwealth in respect of the British Atomic Tests, has provided the following information:

“The matter of Cubillo v Commonwealth was heard before Justice Foster in the Federal Court of New South Wales. All available relevant information was put before the court.  In handing down his decision on 14 December 1995, Justice Foster found for the Commonwealth, ruling that the Commonwealth had not breached its duty of care to protect Cubillo from the risk of injury from radiation.” 

i+j.
The Department is unable to provide answers to these questions.

k.
No. The study is a mortality and cancer incidence study. Once the study is completed, the need for further studies can be assessed.

Question 2

Outcome 1

Topic: Participation in nuclear tests

Written questions

Senator Hogg asked:

a. Minister Scott announced on 16 July 1999 that work would commence “immediately” on a health and mortality study of participants in British nuclear tests in Australia in the 1950s and 1960s. How far has this study progressed in the intervening 2–year period?

b. Has a broadly based steering committee been established and, if not, why not?

c. What are the respective roles of Defence and DVA in the exercise?

d. Is Defence meeting the full cost of the study and, if so, what is the estimated total cost involved?

e.
Will an external body conduct the actual epidemiological study and, if so, has this body been selected?

Answer:

a.
On 16 July 1999 Minister Scott announced that there would be a cancer and mortality study of Atomic test veterans. The cancer and mortality studies will examine whether there is an increased rate of death and cancer amongst atomic test participants compared to the general community. 

In order to undertake these studies the Department of Veterans’ Affairs has completed a Nominal Roll of participants. The Nominal Roll was released in draft form for public comment on Friday 29 June 2001. The Roll has to contain sufficient personal information to enable adequate data matching against the National Death Index and the Cancer Registry. The delay in completing the Nominal Roll was due to the need for a regulation to be made (October 2000) for the Department to gain access to the lists of participants used in an earlier study (the “Donovan” study of the early 1980s). The lists subsequently obtained from that study had many gaps and it has been a detailed, exacting task for the Department to check primary records to fill as many of the gaps as possible. 

b. Minister Scott has approved the formation of a Consultative Forum, which will be a broad-based committee of representatives of the participants in the Atomic tests. The Consultative Forum was established after the preliminary Nominal Roll was completed. The Consultative Forum will be consulted about the membership of the Scientific Advisory Committee, the design of the study and its subsequent conduct.

c.
Given its expertise in the conduct of epidemiological studies, DVA will conduct the overall management of the Project. The Department of Defence has assisted the Department of Veterans’ Affairs with compilation of that part of the Nominal Roll which relates to members of the ADF who participated in the tests. Defence will also provide funding for the study and will provide other support as required. The Department of Defence will be represented on the Consultative Forum and they have also undertaken to reconvene the Inter Departmental Committee on Atomic Test Veterans.

d.
It is expected that the cost of the study will be about $2 million and will be met by the relevant government agencies involved. The Department of Defence will provide funding of $1 million for the study. 

e.
The Scientific Advisory Committee will develop the documentation and protocol for the study in consultation with the Institute of Health and Welfare which will conduct the data matching against the National Death Index and Cancer Registry. The Scientific Advisory Committee will provide the technical oversight for this component of the study.

Question 3

Outcome 1, output 1.1 

Topic: $300 payment to seniors

Hansard page 214

Senator Schacht asked:

How many Veterans below 60 and 56 and 1/2 years of age will not get the $300 payment?

Answer:

47,343 male veterans below 60 years and 1,968 female veterans below 56.5 years are not eligible for this one-off payment. 

The term veteran refers to people with qualifying service or operational service.

Question 4

Outcome 1 (2), output 1.1 

Topic: Gold Card and Allied Veterans

Hansard page 225

Senator Schacht asked:

a. Do you have any idea how many allied veterans—not British or Commonwealth but allied veterans will be eligible to get this extra benefit?

b. How did you get the estimate?

c. Are there any other veterans’ benefits that allied veterans’ would get? Is there any other benefit—access to a service pension or something else they might get?

d. How many allied veterans get the service pension?

e. But that is the basis on which you can make the estimation, I presume? (Referring to d)

f. Will there be any veterans who get this benefit on pharmaceutical that don’t get the service pension?

Answer:

a. 9,400.

b. The total estimated number of British, Commonwealth and allied veterans with qualifying service is 43,050. The figure was derived from the application of the DVA Survivor Population Model (SPM) which is a demographic model that estimates the number of surviving ex-personnel. The genesis of the Model lies in the results of a June 1984 ABS labour force survey in which some thirty questions regarding military service were included. From the survey results, an estimate by age of the number of surviving ex-personnel was made for each conflict from World War 1 onwards to 1984. This model covers Australian, British, Commonwealth and Allied veterans.

c. Allied veterans are already entitled to service pension if they have qualifying service from World War II, have lived in Australia for 10 years or more and satisfy the service pension income and assets test. Veterans in receipt of service pension are issued with a Pensioner Concession Card (PCC) which gives access to prescribed pharmaceutical items at $3.50 per item. A non-taxable Pharmaceutical allowance of $5.80 per fortnight is also available.

d. As at March 2001, there were 5,245 Allied veterans in receipt of service pension. There was also 1,118 British, Commonwealth and Allied mariners receiving service pension. It is not possible to separate the mariners into the three categories.

e. No. The process used to estimate the number of allied veterans who may be eligible for RPBS benefits is as described at (b) above. 

f. There may be some British, Commonwealth and Allied veterans who meet the eligibility requirements for RPBS benefits under the 2001 Budget initiative but who do not meet the income and assets test for service pension.

Question 5

Outcome 1, output 1.1, 1.2 

Topic: Overtime for War Widows

Hansard page 207

Senator Schacht asked:

What are the overtime figures for staff working on War Widows and on the POWs?

Answer: 

The Department has budgeted $580,000 for overtime for staff to work on War Widows ($330,000) and on the POWs ($250,000) to manage backlogs in ordinary business.

Question 6

Outcome 1, output 1.1, 1.2 

Topic: Rhwanda massacre

Written question

Senator Hogg asked:

What measures have been taken to assist soldiers (serving and retired) who witnessed the massacre at the refugee camp in Rhwanda?

Answer:

The importance of the treatment of non–physical trauma as a result of witnessing atrocities is well recognised for both serving ADF personnel and retired veterans.

While personnel and veterans with accepted disabilities are well catered for, there are a number of Rwandan personnel who may not have their disability accepted as war related and therefore not entitled to assistance under the provisions of the Veterans’ Entitlements Act 1986 (VEA). However, these persons are still able to access proper care and assistance for their condition through the Vietnam Veterans Counselling Service. This assistance is provided as one-on-one counselling, either from VVCS staff or through the Country Outreach Program network of contract counsellors throughout regional Australia, psycho-educational programs or lifestyle management programs.

At present, the Department has 73 Rwandan veterans with accepted mental health conditions. Of these, 35 have a Gold Card and 37 have a White Card. Sixty–six have a primary diagnosis of PTSD. These 66 veterans are covered by the automatic treatment provisions of the VEA and do not have to have their disability accepted as service–related to receive treatment.

Question 7

Outcome 1, output 1.1, 1.2 

Topic: War Widows deaths from 1984 to Current

Hansard page 208

Senator Schacht asked:

How many War Widows who relinquished their Pension have died since 1984 to now?

Answer:

It is estimated that between 1984 and 2001, 2400 war widows who relinquished their pension before 29 May 1984, have died.

Question 8

Outcome 1, output 1.2 

Topic: Korean POWs

Hansard page 236

Senator Schacht asked:

How many of those are on TPI?

Answer:

As at 29 June 2001 there were six Korean POWs on TPI pension.

Question 9

Outcome 1, output 1.2 

Topic: Japanese POWs $25,000 coverage in Japan

Hansard page 212

Senator Schacht asked:

Did DVA get any reports from our Embassy in Japan that when the announcement in the Budget there was any coverage on this issue in Japan?

Answer:

No. However, the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade advises that there was some coverage in the Japanese Press.

Question 10

Outcome 1, output 1.2 

Topic: $25,000 for POW of Japanese and the effect
on State Housing Commission rent

Hansard page 213

Senator Schacht asked:

What effect will the $25,000 have on State Housing Commission Rent for those who receive the payment?

Answer:

The Minister for Veterans’ Affairs has written to each of the eight relevant State and Territory Housing Ministers to seek advice on this matter, but no responses have been received to date.

Question 11

Outcome 1, output 1.2 

Topic: Representations on increasing TPI

Hansard page 222

Senator Schacht asked:

How many representations has the Department received about TPI issues in the last 12 months—about this issue of the rate being upgraded to something closer to average male weekly earnings?

Answer:

In the last 12 months the Department has received about 275 letters on this subject.

Question 12

Outcome 1, output 1.2 

Topic: WWII TPI Veterans

Hansard page 236

Senator Schacht asked:

How many of the second World War POWs are on a full TPI? 

Answer:

As at 29 June 2001 there were 1056 WWII POWs on a full TPI.

Question 13

Outcome 1, output 1.3 

Topic: Declining volunteers

Hansard page 226

Senator Schacht asked:

Can you give us any idea of what the declining number of volunteers has been?

Answer:

Nothing more can be added to the response provided by Mr Maxwell at the 5 June hearings.

“It might be difficult to provide that information even on notice. In essence, the audit report is referring to an expected outcome in the years immediately hence. I do not know that I could put my hand on my heart today and say that we have a declined pool of advocates and representatives. It is more a reflection of the fact they are all now, or in the main, in their mid-seventies if they are World War II or later representatives. At the moment there is a very healthy stream of Vietnam and subsequent conflict veterans entering the stage. To some extent this is a bit of strategic planning to guard against a possible shortcoming.” 

Question 14

Outcome 1, output 1.3

Topic: Timing for lodgement of appeals

Written question

Senator Schacht asked on behalf of Senator Barney Cooney:

· A veteran couple applied for the $1000 compensation offered after the introduction of the GST. They were deemed ineligible. However, they spoke to a consultant at DVA and were told that they could appeal the decision and forms were sent to them. Yet, after lodging the forms they were told that appeals to DVA have to be lodged within three months (DVA quoted section 57a). However, clients of Centrelink have twelve months to lodge an appeal.

a.
Is this correct?

b. Why is there this discrepancy?

c. What can you advise for this couple?

Answer:

a+b+c.
Both DVA clients and Centrelink customers were advised that they had 3 months from being notified of the initial decision to seek review. The perception that different review rights were available may be due to the following. Before lodging their claim, DVA clients were given the opportunity to advise of changed circumstances in relation to the level of their savings during the period 1 July 1998 to 30 June 2000. DVA did this to ensure that each claimant received the highest bonus possible and also because many clients would have been on maximum rate of pension and would have been under no obligation to report these changed circumstances to the Department at the time they occurred. We understand that Centrelink was initially of the view that retrospective assessments were not legally possible under the Social Security Act 1991 but this was subsequently found to be incorrect.  Since their customers had already exhausted their entitlement to claim the APSB by lodging a claim, a new defacto claim was accepted with advice of the new circumstances and a bonus paid by means of an act of grace payment. This process for all intents and purposes could have been interpreted by some to extend the review period.

In all of the circumstances DVA is not able to provide further assistance to this couple.

Question 15

Outcome 2, output 2.1 

Topic: Vets home care assessment on the phone

Hansard page 236

Senator Schacht asked:

a. “Which means all veterans will be assessed by telephone in order to find out wether they really need light house duties, that is, laundry, vacuuming, meal preparation. Is it true that this has been done by telephone in any case?”

b.
“The most they can expect is approximately two hours a fortnight compared to the four hours approximately a week they had been getting. For the first time they will be required to pay $5 per hour, to a maximum of $20 a week, which is $40 out of every pension?”

Answer:

a.
The Veterans’ Home Care Assessment Instrument was developed by an Assessment Reference Group of industry and academic experts specifically for use by telephone. It has been validated by two highly respected independent industry groups against their own assessment protocols and has achieved comparable results. It is important to note that home assessments are conducted whenever considered necessary.

b.
Veterans and war widow/ers who choose to transfer from the Home and Community Care programme to Veterans’ Home Care will pay no more for the same services. If they need additional hours of the same service, their co–payment for those additional hours is also protected. In many cases veterans and war widow/ers will pay less than they were paying under Home and Community Care. Co-payments for Veterans’ Home Care are capped at $5 per week for domestic assistance, $10 per week for personal care, and $5 per hour for home and garden maintenance. There are provisions to waive co–payments in cases of hardship.

Question 16

Outcome 2, output 2.1 

Topic: Yagoona Nursing home and Mr Smithers

Hansard page 219

Senator Schacht asked:

b. Has DVA visited Yagoona Nursing home?

c. Is DVA going to assist Mrs Keane with the funds payment?

d. Please provide a brief of the outcome with the negotiations of the account, and an update on any consultations with Yagoona? 

Answer:

a. Yes. The Manager Community Support in the Department’s New South Wales State Office attended the residents’ meeting on Thursday 7 June 2001.

b. Yes. A revised account has been paid.

c. The original invoice from the nursing home was for the full period of the planned admission of 12 days for an amount of $281.52. As Mr Smithers was moved after the first day, an amended invoice was sought and received from the nursing home. The revised account for $23.46 with a payment due date of 20 June 2001 was paid by the Department.

The Manager Community Support in the Department’s New South Wales State Office has been in contact with the Nursing Home Administrator. She also continues to maintain close liaison with the Department of Health and Aged Care which is responsible for quality of care issues in nursing homes. A DVA Community Adviser has also visited other veteran residents at the nursing home to ensure they have a DVA contact if they or their families need other support or information.

Question 17

Outcome 3, output 3.1, 3.2

Topic:  Commemorations

Hansard page 229

Senator Schacht asked:

…In the Budget there is a line for veterans’ commemorative activities. For the year just ending it is $9.6 million and then goes down to $6.7 million. Does that reflect that you do not expect next year to have the same numbers as the year just ending…?

Answer:

The variation is primarily the result of final payments for production of the documentary series Australians at War being made during 2000–2001 (($1.9m in 2001–2002).

Question 18

Outcome 4, output 4.1 

Topic: Staffing levels for DVA

Hansard page 223

Senator Schacht asked:

a.
Could you give me a breakdown…of where the 40 expected positions will go from, in which states?

b.
Could you also bring to me, since the Budget 1996, the total staff reduction numbers in the department? Do it per year and then do the total, including the one you have just outlined to me for the coming year, to the end of this calender year…?

Answer:

a.
See Table 1 below

Table 1

NO
NSW
VIC
QLD
SA
WA
TAS
Total

–13
–8
–7
–6
–3
–2
–2
–41

Note:

1. Full time equivalents.

2. Estimates do not include effects of funding transfers between offices due to workload changes, and the final 2000–2001 Budget outcome, including carry over effects.

b. See Table 2 below

Table 2

Year end
Staff numbers (1) (2) (4)
Change
Comment
Reference (3)

30 June 1996
3467 
N/A

Table 42

Page 142

30 June 1997
2820 
–647
Reduction
Table 37

Page 215

30 June 1998
2417 
–403
Reduction
Table 31

Page 202

30 June 1999
2553
+136
Increase
Table 34

Page 203

30 June 2000
2465
–88
Reduction
Table 77

Page 228

30 June 2001
2458
–7
Reduction


Total Reduction
–1009



Note that:

(1) Numbers are presented on a head count rather an FTE (Full Time Equivalent) basis to maximise comparability over time.

(2) Numbers for 30 June 2000 onwards include inoperative staff.

(3) Data sourced from Annual Report from each year. Table and page numbers are provided for reference.

(4) Each Business Entity works to an end of year FTE target, therefore it is not possible to predict an outcome for the end of the calender year on the basis of headcount.
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