LC LSIC Inquiry into the Victorian Government’s
COVID‐19 Contact Tracing System and Testing Regime
Submission 36

OFFICIAL

Parliament of Victoria – Inquiry into the Victorian
Government Contact Tracing System and Testing
Regime
AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT
DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH
SUBMISSION
5 DECEMBER 2020

1

OFFICIAL
1 of 22

LC LSIC Inquiry into the Victorian Government’s
COVID‐19 Contact Tracing System and Testing Regime
Submission 36

OFFICIAL

Australian Government Support to Victoria
– Detail of Actions by Theme
In early 2020, the Australian Government responded rapidly to the emerging COVID-19
global pandemic and, working closely with all jurisdictions through the National Cabinet, the
National Coordination Mechanism and the Australian Health Protection Principal Committee
(AHPPC), established a framework to support a national response to COVID-19. This
national approach included specific support for rapid response to outbreaks.
In this context, the Australian Government has provided to Victoria a comprehensive range
of direct assistance to support outbreak response.

Department of Health
From the onset of the outbreak in Victoria, the Commonwealth Department of Health (the
department) consistently and frequently made offers of support to the Victorian Chief
Health Officer through the daily meetings of the AHPPC, and directly through both the
Secretary and the Acting Chief Medical Officer to the Department of Health and Human
Services (DHHS) and the Victorian Chief Health Officer.

Contact Tracing
General Support
State and Territory public health authorities are responsible for managing infectious disease
cases and contacts in Australia, including COVID-19.
When a public health authority in a state or territory (or another country under the
International Health Regulations 2005) identifies that a person has travelled on a
flight/vessel while infectious, the National Incident Room, within the Department of Health,
provides a central support role to identify passengers (and crew) at risk.


25 January onwards - The Australian National Focal Point (NFP) team has actioned
more than 130 requests for assistance relating to flights, both domestic and
international, arriving into Victoria. These requests for assistance included:
o the provision of manifests (sought from the operating airline), and/or
o the provision of passenger contact details (sought from Australian Border
Force (ABF) by way of Incoming Passenger Card requests, or from domestic
carriers), and
o the collection of information from other countries on Australians diagnosed
overseas.



20 – 22 March 2020 - The National Incident Room (NIR) received the passenger list
for the Ruby Princess from NSW Health (containing 2647 passengers).
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o 20 March 2020 - the NIR provided the details of all close contacts to 21
jurisdictions (domestic and international), including Victoria, for the purposes
of public health follow-up and contact tracing in their specific jurisdiction.
o 22 March 2020 - The department asked the ABF for options to prevent
onward travel boarding of Ruby Princess passengers. The ABF placed Ruby
Princess passengers on an alert system so that if a person attempted to
board an outgoing international flight, including from Melbourne Airport, the
airline would be notified that the person was a passenger on board the Ruby
Princess and required to quarantine for 14 days.








26 April 2020 - the Australian Government launched the COVIDSafe app, to provide a
new tool to assist state and territory health authorities to undertake contact tracing
of people exposed to COVID-19. The app is voluntary and uses Bluetooth signals to
record encrypted data about close contacts with other users.
The launch was supported with a national communications campaign across
television, radio and social media platforms.
As at 4 December 2020, there have been 7,202,362 registrations for the COVIDSafe
App. As at 30 November the number of registrations by Victorians was 2,021,394.
As at 3 December 2020, Victoria had reported that more than 1,800 people
diagnosed with COVID-19 said they have downloaded the COVIDSafe app.
89 Victorian health officials have undertaken training in the use of COVID app data.
9 October 2020 - DHHS requested the NFP assist in obtaining contact details for
individuals who had quarantined in Victoria, who DHHS identified as being at risk of
exposure to a Blood Borne Virus through the use of blood glucose monitors while in
quarantine. This included seeking 631 incoming passenger cards from ABF. A
timeline of this request is at Attachment A.

Commonwealth Contact Tracing Taskforce to assist Victoria


9 July 2020 - DHHS sought contact tracing surge capacity from the Commonwealth.



11 July 2020 – A Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) was negotiated between
Victoria and the Commonwealth to allow Commonwealth Officers to operate “in the
service of” the Victorian Government. The department responded with the
establishment of a Victorian Contact Tracing Taskforce (the Taskforce).



12 July – 13 July – the Department liaised with DHHS to developed phone scripts and
other relevant materials.



13 July – 1 September – The Taskforce operated seven days per week with over two
shifts per day. The Taskforce received daily allocations from DHHS and undertook
the management of over 1,400 allocated cases. Taskforce personnel were trained by
DHHS in the use of COVIDSafe app data, if required. This service was never
requested. Daily reports were provided to DHHS, and the department regularly
notified DHHS when spare capacity was available to manage additional cases.
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15 July 2020 –Additional Australian Defence Force (ADF) personnel were deployed to
Victoria to assist with contract tracing efforts through door-knocking and
administrative support.



4 September 2020 - the Taskforce was officially scaled down with capability and
capacity being retained within the Department to ensure the timely re-activation of
the Taskforce if required by Victoria or other jurisdictions.

A full timeline is at Attachment B.

Leadership and Coordination
The department, through the AHPPC and the NIR, has coordinated the national health
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The NIR commenced monitoring what would become
the COVID-19 pandemic on 1 January 2020.
During the first wave of the pandemic, the Commonwealth provided ongoing support to all
states and territories as requested.
In response to the Victorian outbreak, the department proposed and facilitated direct onground assistance to Victoria by many of Australia’s leading public health experts and
practitioners. The Australian Government facilitated hands-on support of a former Chief
Health Officer of Western Australia, a current Deputy Chief Health Officer of Queensland
and the Commonwealth Chief Nursing and Midwifery Officer (see below for further detail),
together with several senior epidemiologists and experienced Defence crisis management
and logistics personnel.
Co-ordination of Clinical Staff Deployment to Victoria
 30 June 2020 - Caroline Edwards, Acting Secretary of the Department of Health,
emailed all jurisdictions advising that the Australian Government would deploy 600
clinical staff, including ADF personnel, to support Victoria to conduct SARS-CoV-2
testing, and requested other jurisdictions contribute an additional 200 clinical staff.
 30 June 2020 - SA Health confirmed it would provide 30 clinical staff.
 1 July 2020 - QLD Health confirmed 31-33 Registered Nurses had nominated to
assist, and additional nominations were being sought.
 3 July 2020 - NSW Health confirmed 58 staff had nominated to assist.
Australian Health Protection Principal Committee (AHPPC) Support
 As at 3 December 2020, AHPPC has met 214 times since January, with 213 of these
being COVID-19 specific meetings.


The Victorian Chief Health Officer is a member of AHPPC.



AHPPC has advised the National Cabinet since its establishment in March 2020.
Outcomes of AHPPC are cabinet-in-confidence.
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For the duration of the COVID-19 outbreak in Victoria (June – November 2020),
AHPPC met at least several times a week and many weekends to provide
coordinated national support and advice to Victoria.

Communicable Diseases Network Australia (CDNA) Support
 CDNA has met 179 times since January.
 CDNA is a subcommittee of AHPPC. Outcomes of CNDA are committee-inconfidence.
 Victoria is represented on CDNA.
 June – November 2020 - CDNA regularly considered the Victorian situation.
Public Health Laboratory Network (PHLN) Support
 PHLN has met 39 times since January.
 PHLN is a subcommittee of the AHPPC. Outcomes of PHLN are committee-inconfidence.
 Victoria is represented on PHLN.
 15 July 2020 - Prof Deb Williamson, from the Royal Melbourne Hospital, wrote to the
PHLN Secretariat requesting information on the process for accessing one of the 14
TECAN EVO liquid handling platforms that was procured for the National Medical
Stockpile (NMS) in collaboration with the Department of Industry, Science, Energy
and Resources. Information was provided, but no official request from Victoria to
access a TECAN EVO platform has been received to date.
 The Department continues to provide details on TECAN, with the most recent update
sent on 21 November 2020.
 August 2020 - The Commonwealth offered BGI equipment to Victoria. This offer was
also not taken up.
Australian Government Chief Nursing and Midwifery Officer Assistance
 4 July 2020 - The Deputy Chief Health Officer of Victoria asked the acting Chief
Medical Officer of the Australian Government for assistance. The Australian
Government Chief Nursing and Midwifery Officer, Professor (Practice) Alison
McMillan, agreed to assist.
 5 to 23 July 2020 - Prof McMillan was seconded to DHHS as a Public Health Officer in
the Victorian Public Health Unit. Prof McMillan provided expert advice and
leadership on outbreak response with specific focus on infection prevention and
control.
 24 July to 7 August 2020 - Prof McMillan was deployed to support the Victorian
Aged Care Response Centre (VACRC). Whilst at VACRC, Prof McMillan provided
clinical leadership and advice. Further information regarding the VACRC can be
found under Aged Care in this document. Prof McMillan was required to quarantine
for 14 days upon her return to the ACT.
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Epidemiology


From the commencement of the pandemic the department’s National Incident
Room (NIR) produced detailed national epidemiological reporting for both internal
and external stakeholders on a daily basis.



1 July 2020 – daily reporting shows the emerging outbreak in Victoria. In order to
provide more detailed epidemiological reporting on the emerging situation in
Victoria, a detailed epidemiological assessment was undertaken.



2 July – 18 September 2020 – In response to the serious outbreak in Victoria, the NIR
produced Victoria-specific epidemiological reporting. A total of 55 reports were
produced and distributed to all states and territories through the AHPPC.



25 July 2020 - Epidemiological expertise was also provided to support the VACRC
both on the ground and remotely, including two senior epidemiologists and three
departmental epidemiologists. Further information regarding the VACRC can be
found under Aged Care in this document.

Australian Medical Assistance Teams (AUSMAT) and clinical deployments


Since 31 January 2020 , 145 AUSMAT personnel has been deployed nationally in
support of outbreaks, including:
o

31 January – 6 March 2020 - 108 AUSMAT personnel were deployed across
quarantine facilities in Christmas Island and Howard Springs to assist with
quarantining of repatriation of Australians from Wuhan, China as well as from
the Diamond Princess cruise ship ahead of onward travel to their home
jurisdictions.

o October 2020 – present – 25 AUSMAT personnel deployed to Howard Springs
to facilitate quarantine arrangements for the increased international arrivals
ahead of onward travel to home jurisdictions.
o 4 December 2020 – 5 AUSMAT personnel deployed to Hobart to assist with
quarantine arrangements for the international arrivals.


Late July to mid-September 2020, the Australian Government deployed an AUSMAT
of 40 personnel to support the VACRC.



AUSMAT provided five ‘strike teams’ to rapidly deploy to residential aged care
facilities in active outbreak to assess and enhance personal protection and infection
prevention and control measures in the facilities. Further detail is under Aged Care in
this document.



The ADF deployed clinically trained personnel to support Victoria’s enhanced
community swab-testing. Further detail is under Emergency Management Australia
in this document.
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National Medical Stockpile (NMS)
The NMS has provided record quantities of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) to Victoria.
To date, through 4,447 disbursements, approximately 28 million masks, 5 million gowns
and 3 million face shields and a range of other PPE have been provided to Victoria to:


support frontline acute health service and primary care staff, especially those
performing aerosolising procedures;



GPs, pharmacists and Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisations; and



Aged care and disability workers in the event of an outbreak of COVID-19.

Further detail on NMS deployments is under Aged Care and Primary Care in this document.
A detailed list of PPE provided to Victoria is provided at Attachment C.

Aged care
The Australian Government provided significant and sustained support for aged care
facilities and residents in Victoria.
All impacted aged care services in Victoria received assistance from the Australian
Government including a dedicated case manager, personal protective equipment (PPE),
testing support in residential aged care facilities, and workforce support.
Workforce
 Since March 2020 – surge workforce supports were established by the Australian
Government and have been expanded as demand for workforce support increased.


25 July 2020 to present - some 1,000 Australian Government funded surge staff have
been deployed to Victorian aged care services to support the standing workforce and
replace staff who had been furloughed, quarantined or isolated.



September 2020 - the Australian Government established the National Aged Care
Emergency Response (NACER) which provided a pool of staff from areas outside
Victoria to assist Victorian aged care services with confirmed cases of COVID-19:
o Twelve teams with 76 personnel (QLD, WA, SA teams) were deployed under
the NACER arrangements.
o This support was provided in addition to the teams of clinical personnel
provided by TAS, WA and SA governments deployed to Victorian residential
aged care facilities.



15 November 2020 - workforce surge staff filled in excess of 36,800 shifts in around
160 Australian aged care facilities impacted by COVID-19 and deployed over 4,500
individual workers, including GPs, nurses, care workers, allied health workers,
executive and ancillary staff.

Victorian Aged Care Response Centre (VACRC)
In response to unprecedented outbreak in Victoria, the Australian and Victorian
governments established the VACRC in Melbourne to support aged care providers
experiencing a COVID-19 outbreak in Victoria.
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25 July 2020 - the VACRC brought together a workforce of more than 150 staff from
28 agencies, including clinical specialists and a number of hospitals and health
services. The VACRC continues to work with the health services hub network, the
Victorian DHHS Public Health Unit, the Aged Care Quality and Safety Commission,
the Older Persons Advocacy Network and residential aged care facilities to meet the
ongoing needs and requirements of residents, staff, families and associated
communities.

Under the administration of VACRC, AUSMAT were deployed to support impacted aged care
facilities and minimise risk associated with the management of COVID-19.


AUSMAT personnel completed 174 visits to 80 Victorian aged care facilities.



AUSMAT provided strong leadership in nursing, clinical care, infection prevention
and control, and use of PPE for impacted aged care facilities to reassure returning
staff and minimise cross contamination risk associated with COVID-19 management.



More than 170 ADF personnel have supported the work of VACRC.
o Teams of ADF personnel attended 593 residential aged care facilities to conduct
clinical screens and assess IPC practices.
o ADF teams conducted 679 preventative support visits, which included follow-up
visits. Preventative support visits by the ADF ceased on 15 October 2020.



VACRC has partnered with the aviation industry to develop an innovative Residential
Aged Care Assistant role to support care delivery in aged care facilities across
Victoria.
o 54 Residential Aged Care Assistants (RACAs) completed 832 shifts across six
facilities.



47 Residential Aged Care Safety Observers (RACSO) completed 1,346 shifts across 18
facilities. RACSOs monitored IPC protocols and implemented corrective actions
where required. RACSO deployments ceased on 4 November 2020.



The VACRC has deployed Residential Aged Care Visitation Assistants (RACVAs) to
assist residents with visitation and basic care and support.
o 55 RACVAs have completed 484 shifts across 25 Victorian residential aged
care facilities.

Support for Aged Care Workers
 In August 2020, the Australian Government established the Aged Care Workers in
COVID-19 Grant to assist residential aged care providers by reimbursing workers for
any potential lost entitlements due to working at a single site.
o The grant was open to residential aged care services located in Greater
Melbourne and Mitchell Shire until 30 November 2020.
o Approved providers can apply for funding up until 30 June 2021 to cover the
costs of supporting eligible workers during the period to 30 November 2020.

8

OFFICIAL
8 of 22

LC LSIC Inquiry into the Victorian Government’s
COVID‐19 Contact Tracing System and Testing Regime
Submission 36

OFFICIAL


The Australian Government also supported the establishment of the Guiding
Principles Support Hub to provide access to specialist employment relations advice,
clinical support and practical resources for providers in the sector.

Aged Care Support Program


March 2020 - The Australian Government announced the establishment of the Aged
Care Support Program, which reimburses eligible providers for eligible expenditure
incurred on managing direct impacts of COVID-19. The grant is open until 31 May
2021.

Travel and accommodation support


July 2020 - The Australian Government provided travel and accommodation support
for aged care workers from interstate or regional areas to work in designated COVID19 areas in Victoria (metropolitan Melbourne and Mitchell Shire) or for local workers
in these areas to minimise their exposure to the community or on public transport.

Testing
 22 April 2020 - The Australian Government engaged Sonic Healthcare to provide a
dedicated pathology service for the testing of suspected cases of COVID-19 in
residential aged care facilities. As at 17 November 2020, Sonic has conducted
196,116 COVID-19 tests at 669 unique residential aged care facilities in Victoria.


16 July 2020 - The Government deployed five COVID-19 testing teams to test staff
and residents in residential aged care services in metropolitan Melbourne and the
Mitchell Shire.



30 September 2020 - The Government announced asymptomatic testing of aged
care workers will continue in Victoria.

PPE to Support Aged Care
24 March 2020 - To fast track supplies of PPE to aged care services, the department
established a dedicated process for aged care providers to request and receive PPE.


More than 13 million masks and approximately 3.8 million goggles and face shields
have been dispatched to support aged care services in Victoria to date. This includes
dispatches from the NMS to individual aged care facilities and from the NMS to the
Victorian Government to dispatch.

The Australian Government has bolstered the supply of PPE throughout residential aged
care facilities across Melbourne and Mitchell shire.





13 July 2020 – four million face masks for all aged care workers in Melbourne
hotspots announced.
17 July 2020 – two million face masks for Victorian aged care and disability workers
announced.
19 July 2020 – additional one million face masks for Victorian aged care workers
announced.
28 July 2020 – 500,000 face shields and an additional 5 million face masks to
Victorian aged care providers announced.
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30 September 2020 – seven million P2/N95 respirator face masks for providers in
Melbourne and Mitchell Shire announced.

Clinical Waste


August 2020 - VACRC coordinated a cross government effort to manage a 100-fold
increase in clinical waste bring produced at aged care facilities with outbreaks. The
VACRC continues to support facilities that require urgent clinical waste assistance.

Mental Health
The Australian Government recognises the restrictions brought in place to stop the spread
of the virus in Victoria have a significant impact on the mental health of individuals and
communities.
The people of Victoria have borne the brunt of the second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic
and the Australian Government has continued to invest in services to increase their access
to mental health care throughout the response to the pandemic.
The Australian Government, through the department, has worked with the Victorian
Government and the relevant Primary Health Networks to respond quickly, and in a
connected way, to support the mental health and wellbeing of the affected communities in
Victoria by getting services on the ground that are appropriate to their needs.
National Announcements
March 2020 - The Government has made available more than $500 million in direct
supports and telehealth services to respond to the mental health impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic, including a number of national supports that are also available to individuals in
Victoria, such as:


Changes to the Medicare Benefits Schedule to implement a telehealth whole-ofpopulation model of care including mental health, and $100.8 million to double the
number of Medicare-funded psychological services from 10 to 20 per calendar year
through the Better Access Initiative.



A free 24/7 Coronavirus Mental Wellbeing Support Service available via phone on
1800 512 348 or at coronavirus.beyondblue.org.au. This service is specifically
designed to help people through the COVID-19 pandemic.



Additional funding to boost the capacity of key digital mental health services and
supports including both preventative mental health and crisis support services such
as Head to Health, Lifeline, Kids Helpline, SANE, Independent Community Living
Australia [ICLA], Blue Knot, QLife, Mindspot, On the Line, ReachOut Australia and the
Satellite Foundation.



Funding to ensure vulnerable populations experiencing significant challenges during
the pandemic continue to have access to vital mental health services, including
young Australians, older Australians, culturally and linguistically diverse Australians,
Indigenous Australians, carers and our frontline health workers.
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Victoria Specific Announcements
In response to the unprecedented outbreak in Victoria:


2 August 2020 - The Australia Government announced $7.3 million to provide an
additional ten Medicare-subsidised psychological therapy sessions for Australians
subject to further restrictions or who are in quarantine or required to self-isolate,
and have used their existing 10 sessions.



6 August 2020 - The Australian Government announced $12 million to ensure
service surge capacity for people in Victoria through access to 24/7 digital and
telephone mental health support.
o This included additional funding for Beyond Blue, Lifeline and Kids Helpline to
meet additional demand and for headspace to increase their outreach
services.
o The organisations commenced activity immediately to ensure individuals
could access support through existing arrangements while funding
arrangements were put in place.



6 August 2020 - The Prime Minister and Minister for Health asked Dr Ruth Vine,
Deputy Chief Medical Officer for Mental Health and Ms Christine Morgan, CEO of the
National Mental Health Commission, to provide advice on what additional mental
health support in Victoria was needed.



12 August 2020 - The advice from Dr Ruth Vine and Ms Christine Morgan was
delivered to the Prime Minister.



17 August 2020 - The Australian Government announced $26.9 million to establish
15 dedicated HeadtoHelp mental health clinics across Victoria.
o 14 September 2020 - Victorians have had access to the additional mental
health support through the clinics, which are making mental health services
more accessible and are staffed by multidisciplinary teams of mental health
professionals.
o The HeadtoHelp clinics are being delivered by the Victorian PHNs and are
linking in with services already commissioned by the PHNs and services
offered by the Victorian Government and the not for profit sector.
o The Commonwealth established the Victorian Mental Health Pandemic
Response Taskforce to oversee the rapid implementation of the mental
health clinics. The Taskforce is co-chaired by Pam Anders, CEO Mental Health
Reform Victoria, and Dr Ruth Vine, Deputy Chief Medical Officer for Mental
Health.
o The Taskforce recognises the joint commitment between the Australian and
Victorian Governments to support the mental health and wellbeing of
Victorians through the pandemic in a more connected mental health system.



17 August 2020 - The Australian Government also announced an additional
$5 million to support digital and telephone services for vulnerable populations
including $0.5 million for the Victorian Aboriginal Health Services’ Yarning
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SafeNStrong helpline to provide culturally safe mental health support for Victorian
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.


The Australian Government worked with Kids Helpline to prioritise calls and
webchats from children in Victorian lockdown affected areas (focusing on those in
Greater Melbourne) for the duration of the lockdown and to ensure the service
continued to be made available to other priority groups.



The Australian Government also worked with Beyond Blue to amplify the visibility of
the Beyond Blue Coronavirus Mental Wellbeing Support Service through multiple
communication channels, including providing assistance translating Beyond Blue
advice into 63 languages.



8 July 2020 - The Australian Government provided a flyer to Primary Health
Networks with information on the free 24/7 Coronavirus Mental Wellbeing Support
Service which was designed specifically to help people manage the pandemic for
distribution and use as needed across the region.



6 October 2020 - as part of the 2020-21 Budget this measure was expanded to
double the number Medicare-funded psychological therapy sessions from 10 to 20
per calendar year through the Better Access Initiative for all Australians with an
existing Mental Health Treatment Plan.

Primary Care
The Australian Government has provided significant support to all jurisdictions – including
Victoria – during the COVID-19 pandemic. At a national level, the Government’s primary
care response has provided dedicated investment in:













telehealth;
expansion of the National Triage phone line (healthdirect);
the establishment of 150 General Practitioner led Respiratory Clinics;
remote community preparedness and retrieval;
infection prevention and control education, training and support;
indigenous health;
E-Prescribing and home medicine support;
COVID-19 pathology testing;
anti-viral and respiratory medicine research;
aged care;
support for people with disability; and
mental health support.

General Practitioner led Respiratory Clinics (GPRCs)
The Australian Government has funded the establishment of 28 GPRCs across Victoria, with:


1 April 2020 – opening of first Victorian GPRC opening (see Attachment D for
locations and opening dates); and



two GPRCs run by Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Services (ACHHS)
ensuring the availability of culturally safe care.
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1 April 2020 - 22 November 2020 - The Victorian GPRCs have undertaken more than
220,000 assessments and have conducted over 199,800 tests.


Approximately 480 positive cases have been detected through the Victorian GPRCs.



The GPRCs averaged around 500 assessments per week during June and July when
the second wave of infections were detected.

Shepparton support
 12 October 2020 - 23 October 2020 - The Australian Government worked closely
with the Murray PHN and the Incident Management Team (led by DHHS), to assist
with the response to the Shepparton Outbreak.
o The Shepparton GPRC conducted a total of 954 assessments and 884 tests
during this period. This is an almost tenfold increase when compared to
previous two weeks.
PPE support to the primary care sector
 January 2020 onwards - The Australian Government has provided the Victorian
primary care sector with PPE, via PHNs.


17 July 2020 - The NMS released gowns to Victorian General Practices in response to
increased requests for PPE.



8 August 2020 - DHHS announced that it recommended eye protection (goggles and
face shields) for all patient care, regardless of whether there was a risk of exposure
to blood or body fluids, secretions or excretions. The Victorian Government did not
consult with the Australian Government on this change or on the availability of eye
protection within the NMS. In support of Victoria, however, the Australian
Government changed its policy on the release of PPE from the NMS.



12 August 2020 - The Department informed Victorian PHNs that the Australian
Government would provide them with a one-off distribution of reusable goggles for
use by eligible primary care sector providers.

Primary Health Network support
 March 2020 onwards - The PHNs have:
o identified, and assisted with the establishment of the GPRCs, including
assistance to integrate within local clinical pathways and liaise with DHHS;
and
o taken on a new role to distribute PPE to primary care providers, including
GPRCs, GPs, ACCHS and other eligible health care providers.


8 July 2020 onwards - The Department has held a total of 27 Teleconferences with
Victorian PHN CEOs in support of the Victorian outbreak. During the peak of the
Victorian outbreak these meetings were scheduled biweekly. Teleconferences
focussed on PPE supply and use, Telehealth, COVID-19 resources and the role of the
PHNs supporting their communities.

Meetings with DHHS and other stakeholders
 8 April 2020 - 17 September 2020 - The Department’s COVID-19 Primary Care
Response team met on at least 12 occasions with DHHS, the Victorian Department of
13
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Premier and Cabinet, the Victorian Aboriginal Community Controlled Health
Organisation (VACCHO) and various Victorian PHNs.


These meetings covered a range of issues including GPRC funding and operations,
data sharing and analysis, and support for the Victorian Aged Care Response Centre.



Additional meetings occurred at Assistant Secretary and officer level as required.
Department staff are in regular contact with the GPRCs and PHNs.

Data access
 4 June 2020 onwards - The Australian Government sent to all jurisdictions have
received detailed weekly reports showing the number of tests and results for the
previous week and since the first GPRC was opened. Prior to this data was provided
on an ad hoc basis.


14 August 2020 - DHHS asked for ongoing daily assessment data broken down by
geography, and demographics (age, sex, Indigeneity) to be provided to assist with
their response planning.
o 15 August 2020 – first daily report on assessments by geography was sent;
ongoing.
o 2 September 2020 – weekly summaries of assessments by geography,
demographics and symptoms commenced.
o 29 September 2020 – DHHS given access to GovTeams for report access.
o From 6 October 2020, these reports reduced to monthly by agreement with
DHHS.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander support
 The Australian Government set up the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Advisory
Group on COVID-19 to advise on health issues related to COVID-19. This advisory
group developed the Management Plan for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
populations. This plan was endorsed by AHPPC in March 2020.


Victoria is represented on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Advisory Group
on COVID-19 by DHSS and the Victorian Aboriginal Community Controlled Health
Organisation (VACCHO).



VACCHO and its members also convened a fortnightly Victorian Aboriginal Health
Sector Forum. The Australian Government is represented by the department and the
National Indigenous Australians Agency.



Two of the Victorian GPRCs are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communitycontrolled.



In addition to the GPRCs, there are two point-of-care testing sites in Victoria:
o 29 June 2020 - Mildura opened and has tested 181 patients to-date.
o 3 August 2020 0 Mooroopna opened and has tested 204 patients to-date.
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Response for People with Disability
People with disability are generally at greater risk of more serious illness if infected by
COVID-19. This can be due to a high prevalence of comorbidities including chronic
conditions or a weakened immune system.
The National Disability Insurance Agency (NDIA) rapidly implemented a range of temporary
measures to support National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) participants, such as
providing low-cost assistive technology, including smart devices, so participants could access
telehealth services; the ability to claim for the cost of PPE; and greater plan flexibility. In
Victoria, the NDIA and the Government were able to be agile to ensure the health and
wellbeing of NDIS participants by turning on these temporary measures.

















18 February 2020 - The Australian Health Sector Emergency Response Plan for Novel
Coronavirus (COVID-19) was released, which expressly addresses the needs of
vulnerable groups (chapter 6).
5 March 2020 - Minister Robert wrote to NDIA and Services Australia to request
planning for COVID response.
5 March 2020 - Disability COVID taskforce setup in NDIA.
11 March 2020 - Prime Minister Scott Morrison announces a comprehensive $2.4 billion
health package to protect all Australians, including vulnerable groups and people with a
disability, from COVID-19.
13 March 2020 - Residential aged care facilities guidelines were released. This supports
young people living in residential aged care facilities.
13 March 2020 - The Commonwealth Government implements a dedicated MBS item
for pathology tests for COVID-19. This is to ensure access to rapid COVID testing. MBS
funded pathology tests for COVID-19 can be requested by all medical practitioners and
must be bulk billed, that is provided at no cost to the patient.
16 March 2020 - Minister Ruston and the Department of Social Services held a round
table with about 10 Disability Representative Organisations (DROs) to discuss responses
to COVID-19.
16 March 2020 - Online COVID-19 infection prevention and control training for care
workers, including disability care workers, went live.
18 March 2020 - Extraordinary meeting of DRC (Disability Ministers) to discuss COVID 19
response (Also met on 9 April 2020, 11 May 2020 and 24 July 2020). Health officials
attended 18 March meeting to outline current guidance and access to infection
prevention control training and National Medical Stockpile.
19 March 2020 - Minister Ruston held a Carer Gateway Service Providers COVID-19
Update with the CEOs from 10 peak organisations.
29 March 2020 - Australian Government announces a range of mental health supports
to help Australians through COVID including:
o $14M to bolster the capacity of digital and telephone mental health services to
provide additional support to vulnerable populations including people with
complex mental health needs.
o $28.4M to allow an additional year for people with a psychosocial disability to
transition to the NDIS.
30 March 2020 - Minister Ruston held a COVID-19 roundtable with about a dozen
Australian Disability Enterprises.
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31 March 2020 - Minister Ruston met with Disability Discrimination Commissioner Ben
Gauntlett.
2 April 2020 - The Advisory Committee on the Health Emergency Response to
Coronavirus (COVID-19) for People with Disability was established.
3 April 2020 - Ministers Hunt, Roberts and Ruston announced that the Australian
Government would urgently develop a response plan to focus on people with disability
during coronavirus.
5 April 2020 - NDIS participants to receive priority home delivery from some of
Australia’s leading supermarkets.
9 April 2020 - $90.7 million announced to support people with disability as part of a
broader community support package, including the establishment of a dedicated phone
line for people with disability.
9 April 2020 - DRC meeting (Disability Ministers) met to discuss response to COVID
16 April 2020 - National Cabinet agreed to release the COVID-19 Management and
Operational Plan for People with Disability.
17 April 2020 - The Australian Government’s Management and Operational Plan for
COVID-19 for People with Disability (the Plan) was released.
23 April 2020 - Announced changes to student visa work conditions to ensure continuity
of health workforce, including in the disability sector.
27 April 2020 - New support items available for SIL providers where an NDIS participant
is diagnosed with COVID-19, flexibility to purchase of low cost AT and downloadable
access request forms to ensure eligible Australians can continue to apply for access to
the NDIS.
1 May 2020 - Minister Ruston and the Department of Social Services held a round table
with about 10 Disability Representative Organisations (DROs) to discuss responses to
COVID-19.
11 May 2020 - Disability Ministers Meetings (all State and Territory ministers) to
coordinate COVID response.
15 May 2020 - National Mental Health and Wellbeing Pandemic Response Plan
announced with specific funding to support vulnerable groups including mental health
and wellbeing of carers.
12 June 2020 - The NDIS moved to a post-pandemic phase from 1 July 2020, including
the conclusion of some temporary measures.
17 July 2020 - Minister Hunt announces 1 million masks from National Medical Stockpile
for disability care workers in Victoria.
24 July 2020 - DRC – Disability Ministers met to discuss response to COVID.
29 July 2020 - Allowing participants and providers in NSW and Victoria to claim the cost
of PPE and access additional cleaning supports.
11 August 2020 - Proactive outreach to NDIS providers, measures to ensure workforce
supply and mechanism for a clinical first response for cases or outbreaks amongst
providers and/or residential care settings.
19 August 2020 - Daily publication of data on COVID-19 infection rates for NDIS
participants and workers commenced.
21 August 2020 - NDIS providers in Victoria and NSW can directly claim the costs of PPE
from the NDIA through an hourly allowance. Victorian Government announced the
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establishment of the Disability Response Centre to coordinate and manage outbreaks
and keep residents safe.
22 August 2020 - Participant and provider access to PPE extended to restricted areas of
Queensland.
4 September 2020 - Australian and Victorian Government provide $15 million Mobility
Reduction Payment for NDIS providers to reduce the movement of support workers
between residential disability facilities.
8 September 2020 - The third iteration of the Disability Operational and Management
Plan was endorsed by the Australian Health Protection Principal Committee.A
substantial number of actions have been implemented under the Plan, including:
o publishing the Coronavirus: Outbreak preparedness, prevention and
management guidelines for National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS)
providers;
o producing COVID-19 infection control training for care workers across all health
care settings, including disability;
o publishing guidance materials on testing, returning to school and individual
COVID 19 health plans as well as guidance for in-home providers, health
professionals, carers and support workers; and
o establishing the COVID-19 Health Professionals Disability Advisory Service
helpline.
2 October 2020 - Minister Robert announced extension of temporary COVID measures
until 28 February 2021.

As at 30 November - the Department of Health, through the National Medical Stockpile, has
dispatched approximately 600,000 masks, 40,000 gloves, 10,000 gowns, 45,000 goggles and
face shields to the NDIA and to individual NDIS participants.
Virtual Working Group
 Due to a limited national supply of SARS-CoV-2 test cartridges for point-of-care
testing on GeneXpert platforms, the AHPPC agreed to the importance of having
visibility of available stock across the various point-of-care testing programs.


The AHPPC and the Australian Government supported the convening of a virtual
working group to provide an ongoing assessment of allocation based on need at a
national and jurisdictional level.



16 June 2020 - 24 November 2020 - Through the virtual working groupan additional
7,240 test cartridges have been reallocated to Victoria from various programs.

NACCHO and Sector Support Organisations
 $8.3 million has been allocated to NACCHO, its Sector Support Network and member
organisations to coordinate and facilitate culturally-safe access to COVID-19 testing
(as part of the broader GPRC funding).


Of the original $6.9 million funding allocated in March 2020, 17 ACCHOs in Victoria
received a total of $787,500 under the COVID-19 culturally-safe accessibility grant.
VACCHO also received $140,000.
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Remote Community Grants
 A small part of East Gippsland in Victoria is considered a remote area under the
Modified Monash Model (considered a MM6 area). Moogji Aboriginal Council East
Gippsland Inc. was offered $40,000 under tranche 2 of the remote community
preparedness grants.

Communications Support
The national COVID-19 communication activities began in early 2020. The campaign ran
across all media channels and included topics on COVID-19 symptoms, physical distancing,
respiratory and hand hygiene, testing and self-isolation requirements, support for older
Australians, movement and other restrictions, mental health support and the COVIDSafe
app. Weekly communication commenced with all jurisdictions as part of a COVID-19
Communications working group from the start of the pandemic.
In addition to activities such as daily updates of information on health.gov.au and associated
social media platforms, regular media updates, webinars and bulletins to health and aged
care professionals. The campaign continues to emphasise the behaviours required to ‘be
COVIDSafe’ in order to reduce the risk of outbreaks, encouraging this behaviour as the new
social norm, particularly during summer and the Christmas/holiday season and until we
have the added protection of a vaccine.
In support of Victoria:


22 June 2020 - The Department contacted Victoria’s Department of Premier and
Cabinet (DPC) to offer communications support. Victoria advised the Premier’s
Office. Regular phone calls and emails occurred over next few weeks until regular
teleconferences commenced.



23 June 2020 - The Department provided DPC with social posts for review prior to
posting.



24 June 2020 - A meeting was held with DHHS offering support, particularly with
social posts.



From the week commencing 25 June 2020 the department’s national advertising
campaign responded to the outbreak in Victoria by adapting the advertising
materials in market.



The department held a number of webinars for GPs, Primary Care and Allied Health
providers and Mental Health providers which had a focus on the situation in Victoria
and support available.
o 30 September and 28 October - webinars for Primary Care and Allied Health
providers included Professor Donna Markham, Chief Allied Health Officer for
Safer Care Victoria, as a guest panellist who provided information around
what services could be provided during lockdown.



6 July 2020 - A joint teleconference with DHHS, DPC and NSW (NSW Health,
Customer Service) was held.
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7 July 2020 - The department commenced liaising with Community Broadcasting
Association of Australia (CBAA) and ABC Emergency Broadcast radio regarding live
reads for Vic/NSW border towns. This liaison was ongoing as new messages were
required.



8 July 2020 - A joint teleconference with Vic and NSW governments was held.



14 -19 July 2020 - The department received a request from DHHS to adapt our mask
infographic. Working files were provided. The adapted materials were received and
approved



14 July - 15 October 2020 - Weekly joint teleconference with Vic and NSW
governments were held.



3 November 2020 - The regular teleconferences with NSW and Vic were
incorporated into fortnightly State and Territory Government teleconferences.



The department also contacted VACCHO to offer support for Indigenous
communities, however did not receive a response.

Multicultural Communications Support for Victorian Outbreaks
In parallel, messages and materials have also been adapted for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people, culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) audiences and people living with
a disability. Multicultural community engagement strategies have been used to engage with
communities at a local level through information resources, video and social media content
and ensuring information is provided in-language where required. This activity
predominantly targeted 31 language groups via advertising. Additional activities included
translated print editorials disseminated across ethnic press, in-language radio
announcements and videos developed in partnership with SBS, translated factsheets, and
information is available on the department’s website in up to 63 languages. Topics covered
include wearing masks, testing, the COVIDSafe app, medical and telehealth appointments
and border closures, mental health, hygiene, physical distancing, aged care support and
other emerging issues.
The Australian Government actively provided assistance for the Victorian outbreaks (Casey,
Shepparton and North Melbourne) by sharing translated resources (fact sheets, posters,
social assets, video and audio files) locally through the department’s networks.
In summary:






15 September 2020 - The department offered assistance to Victoria for Casey
outbreak.
21 September 2020 - Victoria responded to the department’s request for resources
to share through the department’s multicultural networks.
28 September 2020 – The department provided Victoria Health with contacts to
liaise with CALD community
16 October 2020 - The department offered assistance to Victoria for the Shepparton
outbreak. The offer was accepted on 17 October.
22 October 2020 - DSS sent the department’s translated resources to Victorian
government contacts at the request of the department to assist the Shepparton
outbreak
19
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A complete timeline is at Attachment E.
Support for Multicultural Communications on Border Closures between Victoria and NSW
 10 - 21 July 2020 - The department translated two border scripts into 37 languages
and sent in-language recordings to Home Affairs to disseminate through Victorian
Community Liaison Officers (VIC CLOs).
 17 July 2020, in-language audio commenced on SBS community radio in VIC and
NSW for 2 weeks.
 24 July 2020 - DPC provided CALD stakeholder a kit regarding hygiene and face
coverings, with the department distributing it to the Federation of Ethnic
Communities Councils of Australia (FECCA) and Home Affairs.
 30 July – 5 August 2020 - The department reached out to DHHS regarding priority
CALD audiences that are challenging (ie. reaching them, achieving compliance, etc).
 5 – 8 August 2020 - The department translated three border scripts into the top 6
languages in VIC and NSW (Arabic, Italian, Greek, Vietnamese, Cantonese, and
Mandarin).
 8 August 2020 - Scripts aired on SBS community radio in VIC and NSW.
 3 – 8 September 2020 - The department translated three border scripts into the top
9 languages in VIC and NSW (Arabic, Italian, Greek, Vietnamese, Cantonese,
Mandarin, Assyrian, Hindi, Bangla). Scripts also sent to Home Affairs to disseminate
to VIC CLOs.
 6 – 20 September 2020 - scripts aired for two weeks in VIC and NSW.
Multicultural Communications Support for Mental Health during the Victorian Lockdown
 July 2020 - The department translated the beyond blue flyer that was developed to
support Victorians through lockdown into 63 languages.
 The department disseminated the flyer to VIC PHNs, VIC CLOs through Home Affairs,
Ethnic Community Council Victoria, FECCA and the Victorian Multicultural
Commission.

Summary of Support led by other Australian Government Agencies
Emergency Management Australia
16 March 2020 onwards - Emergency Management Australia has facilitated 34 Requests for
Australian Government Assistance from Victoria (see Attachment F) including:




32 requests submitted to the Australian Defence Force
o 31 requests accepted
o one accepted request was cancelled by the Emergency Management
Victoria Commissioner for the provision of 850 Defence personnel to
support hotel quarantine
o one request was not accepted for the provision of remotely piloted aerial
systems (Victorian Police Operation Hawkeye)
one request accepted by the Australian Public Service Commission
20
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one request accepted by the department.

In addition, Emergency Management Australia facilitated 11 Requests for Australian
Government Assistance for VACRC, including:




nine requests accepted by the Australian Defence Force
one request accepted by the department for the provision of Australian Medical
Assistance Teams
one request accepted by Services Australia.

14 July 2020 – request for assistance covered contact tracing data management and analysis
as well as planning, logistics and intelligence, public health, testing and call centre support,
compliance support (in partnership with Victoria Police) to assist in the enforcement of the
CHO's directions and provision of surge capacity for vehicle check points, humanitarian
supply and logistics, community awareness support and pre-hospital health response.
24 November 2020 - 50 ADF personnel are deployed to Victoria to directly support the
COVID-19 response.

Supermarkets Taskforce




The Australian Government, through the Department of Home Affairs, convenes a
Supermarket Taskforce that includes representatives from government departments,
supermarkets and the grocery supply chain.
During the Victorian lockdown, the Supermarkets Taskforce convened regularly to
support the safe continuation of services for supermarkets and distribution centres
in Victoria.
1 July 2020 - The A/g CMO briefed Supermarket CEOs and the department provided
advice to support the containment of the outbreak and continuation of the Coles
Laverton distribution centre.

Freight Movement Protocol and Code for the Domestic Border Controls




24 July 2020 - National Cabinet agreed to the Freight Movements Protocol.
7 August 2020 - National Cabinet agreed to the Freight Movement Code
The Protocol complements existing WHS, fatigue management, health directives and
COVIDSafe workplan requirements. The enforceable measures in the Freight
Movement Code delivered greater consistency between states and territories when
implementing their border controls, while allowing for the critical movement of
goods to ensure supply chains could continue to operate.

International Borders and Travellers


1 July 2020 - The Australian Government immediately responded to the Victoria
outbreak to relieve the pressure on Victoria’s public health workforce by diverting
incoming international passenger arrivals of Victorians to quarantine in other
jurisdictions. This became a sustained effort by the Australian Government and other
jurisdictions providing for the quarantine of international arrivals intended to return
home to Victoria.
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The COVID-19 National Partnership Agreement


13 March 2020 - the National Partnership Agreement on COVID-19 Response was
signed. The Australian Government continues to support Victoria, like all Australian
states and territories through the agreement. This agreement is providing Australian
Government funding to ensure all Australians receive the very best care of state and
territory health services.



$1.483 billion provided for specific COVID-19 health costs in Victoria. This funding
arrangement has been critical in enabling Victoria, like other jurisdictions, to prepare
its health services, increase resourcing and implement enhanced health measures to
counter the threat of COVID-19 to the community.
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