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The ACTING CHAIR: Welcome to the first hearing of Portfolio Committee No. 5 - Justice and
Communities for the inquiry into budget estimates 2026-2027. I acknowledge the Gadigal people of the Eora
nation, the traditional custodians of the lands on which we are meeting today. I pay my respects to Elders past and
present, and celebrate the diversity of Aboriginal peoples and their ongoing cultures and connections to the lands
and waters of New South Wales. I also acknowledge and pay my respect to any Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people joining us today. My name is Sue Higginson. I am the Acting Chair of the Committee. I welcome
Minister Washington and accompanying officials to this hearing. Today the Committee will examine the proposed
expenditure for the portfolios of Families and Communities, and Disability Inclusion.

I ask everyone in the room to please turn their mobile phones to silent. Parliamentary privilege applies
to witnesses in relation to the evidence they give today. However, it does not apply to what witnesses say outside
of the hearing. I urge witnesses to be careful about making comments to the media or to others after completing
their evidence. In addition, the Legislative Council has adopted rules to provide procedural fairness for inquiry
participants. I encourage Committee members and witnesses to be mindful of these procedures. Welcome and
thank you for making time to give evidence. All witnesses will be sworn prior to giving evidence. Minister,
I remind you that you do not need to be sworn as you have already sworn an oath to your office as a member of
Parliament.
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Mr MICHAEL TIDBALL, Secretary, Department of Communities and Justice, sworn and examined

Ms ANNE CAMPBELL, Deputy Secretary, Strategy, Policy and Commissioning, Department of Communities
and Justice, sworn and examined

Ms LAUREN DEAN, Deputy Secretary, Child Protection and Permanency, Department of Communities and
Justice, sworn and examined

Mr STUART MALCHER, Executive Director, Child and Family, Department of Communities and Justice,
affirmed and examined

Ms ZOE DENDLE, Executive Director, Early Intervention, Disability and Inclusion Strategy, Department of
Communities and Justice, affirmed and examined

Mr JEFF SMITH, NSW Ageing and Disability Commissioner, NSW Ageing and Disability Commission,
affirmed and examined

Ms RACHAEL WARD, Children's Guardian, Office of the Children's Guardian, sworn and examined

Mr NICHOLAS BACKO, Executive Director, Child Protection Practice Office, Department of Communities
and Justice, affirmed and examined

The ACTING CHAIR: Today's hearing will be conducted from 9.15 a.m. to 5.30 p.m. We are joined
by the Minister for the morning session from 9.15 a.m. to 1.00 p.m., with a 15-minute break at 11.00 a.m. In the
afternoon we will hear from departmental witnesses from 2.00 p.m. to 5.30 p.m., with a 15-minute break at
3.30 p.m. During these sessions there will be questions from the Opposition and crossbench members only, and
15 minutes is allocated for Government questions at 10.45 a.m., 12.45 p.m. and 5.15 p.m. We will now begin with
questions from the Opposition.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Thank you everyone for coming today. I might start
with questions around the funds that were given to the former carer. Minister, when did you first become aware
of the $39,316.36 debt that the former carer had to CatholicCare Hunter-Manning?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Ms Maclaren-Jones, [ appreciate your interest in this matter. I'm assuming
the matter you're talking about—there are many thousands of foster carers across the State, one of whom was
involved in what I assume you are talking about, which is the payment that I approved based on a recommendation
of the department to Hunter CatholicCare Manning. Is that correct?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Yes.
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Right. What exactly are you after?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I was asking when you first became aware of the debt
to CatholicCare Hunter-Manning by this former carer?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Ireceived a briefing from the department with a recommendation to make
a payment to Hunter CatholicCare Manning on the basis that the carer was continuing to provide care for the child.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: How much was that for?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I think it was $39,000. I can get the exact figure, if it is not.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Was that ex gratia payment?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: No, it was not.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Why wasn't it an ex gratia payment?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Because it was a recommendation made by the department, based on the
fact that the child was living with the carer. Hunter CatholicCare Manning had inadvertently continued to pay the
carer the allowance. They had deauthorised the carer on the basis that the child had left that carer's care. However,
the child returned. It was on that fact that that payment and the recommendation to me turned.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: You just said that the first time you heard or found out
about this debt was when the department provided a brief. Is that correct?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: It was the brief that I received after receiving a constituent representation
by the local member.
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: The local member wrote to you regarding a $40,000
debt?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I believe so, yes. I think that's how it started.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: And that's the second piece of correspondence in
addition to the $15,000 payment that member also requested?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I can't recall how much correspondence came from the local member, but
the initial correspondence related to an issue around the $39,000 and the dispute between Hunter CatholicCare
Manning and its own carer.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, can you explain why your department—
and won't name the person, but they are from the Hunter Central Coast district DCJ office. They wrote to
CatholicCare on 12 January 2024. In that correspondence it states, "Minister Washington has requested that DCJ
reimburse CatholicCare Social Services Hunter-Manning the sum of $39,316.36 for the debt owed to your agency
by X." Did you direct the department, or did your office direct the department to make the payment?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: As I have just given evidence to this Committee, I approved the
recommendation of the department to make that payment.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Mr Tidball, why was this not deemed an ex gratia
payment and the other $15,000 was?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: It did not require an ex gratia payment because the child or young person had
been in care. It was on that basis that the department made the recommendation which it did.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But that child was not in your care, it was in the care of
an agency, and that agency said that the child was no longer living with the carer. What evidence did you rely on?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: It was happening, Ms Maclaren- Jones, at a local level. It was on the basis of
that child living with the carer that the payment was made and recommended.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But the agency who had the responsibility for that child
indicated in correspondence, which was all made available through the ex gratia payment, that the young person
left that care back in 2021. What evidence did you have that the child was actually residing with that carer?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: I did not have direct line of sight at the time, but my knowledge is that—on
the facts as they were understood—the child was in care. That was the basis of the payment being approved.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Who had direct line of sight?
MICHAEL TIDBALL: The local district.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: The information we had was that the agency was saying
that the young person left the care. Further correspondence indicated that the carer also acknowledged that the
child had left care and was residing in three different residences. You're now saying that the district changed their
mind, or you were presented with additional information?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: As there often are, there were movements of the young person, and quite often
there is complexity with that. My knowledge is that the purpose of the payment was to recompense for the time
when that child had been in the care of the carer.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: What date did you receive additional information from
your district that changed their position?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: As I recall it, I did not directly receive briefing, but I'd be happy to take that
on notice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But you authorised the payment?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: I would need to take that on notice. I'm not sure, as secretary, that I authorised
that payment. Can [ take that on notice, Ms Maclaren-Jones, and advise the Committee accordingly?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: And who authorised, in the department, that payment.
MICHAEL TIDBALL: Yes.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Can I add, Ms Maclaren-Jones, that in the briefing note that you would've
seen, that has been produced, it shows clearly that the agency also knew that the child was living with the carer
and that when they needed to see the child, they would go to that carer's home to find the child. What became
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apparent in the information and the evidence produced to us was that there was a definite souring of the
relationship between the agency and the carer. It was a thing of the past that carers were treated pretty poorly; it's
not how we treat carers now. This was a payment made to ensure that a carer got the payments they received for
the child that's in their care that the agency knew was in her care.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, I might move to the $15,000 ex gratia
payment. Your department's advice was that the former carer was not eligible for a carer allowance as she wasn't
an authorised carer and she wasn't providing full-time care for the young person. What evidence did you rely on
to justify your payment?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I relied on the very same facts that the original payment and the original
recommendation from the department relied on in recommending the reimbursement to CatholicCare
Hunter-Manning. It's the very same fact—that the child was in the care of the carer. The recommendation to
approve the $39,000 reimbursement to CatholicCare was because the carer had demonstrated that the young
person continued living at their house. That was the retrospective element of it. The ex gratia payment simply
took that same logic and applied it prospectively until the young person turned 18, and that was approximately
about a year away from where we were at the time. Both decisions turned on that same fact—that the carer had
demonstrated that the young person substantially remained living with her.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, why wasn't that evidence included in the
SO 52?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We produced everything that was required under the SO 52.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But, Minister, when you signed off, you said the
evidence you received said, "Based on evidence provided that the carer continues to care for X, giving rise to
special circumstances," and I've asked specifically what that evidence was. Was it verbal evidence, was it
written—because it wasn't provided with the SO 52 documents.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: It was provided in a briefing note to me. It was evidence obtained—it's
part of the SO 52.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Mr Tidball, what is that evidence? There's no evidence
in the paperwork. Your briefing note, Mr Tidball, stated that the payment should not be made. The Minister signed,
in the ministerial notes—

MICHAEL TIDBALL: You're talking the ex gratia payment?
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Yes.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: In terms of the bundle of SO 52, I would need to take that on notice. It was an
amount of material provided. Can I specifically respond to the question, though, about the ex gratia? The very
nature of an ex gratia payment is that there are no formal or mandatory criteria. It would be expected that the
department would provide advice. The nature of an ex gratia payment is that it is a discretionary payment made
by the Minister. It is the province entirely of the Minister, and it is discretionary.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I understand that, Mr Tidball, but the advice that you
and your department provided was the payment should not be made because a young person was not living with
the carer at that time. The Minister overrode that decision.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: That is not what's it in the briefing note, Ms Maclaren-Jones.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Would you like a copy of it?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Ms Maclaren-Jones, one of the reasons why that recommendation was
made by the department against the ex gratia was that it had determined that because the child was with an agency
and the foster carer was within the agency that somehow didn't meet the requirements of workings of government.
That's not a view that I hold; it's a view that I hold that we have stewardship of a system and we have responsibility
for every child in that system. Every child is in my parental responsibility and so a decision that's made by an
agency that impacts a carer, that would have seen a carer lose money for caring for a child, did not sit comfortably
with me. It's a decision that I made to approve an ex gratia payment against the recommendation of the department.
It's a decision that I would make again tomorrow.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, the advice from the department was not to
make that payment.
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Correct, and I've just explained why the department gave that advice. It's
because they didn't think it constituted workings of government, which is one of the conditions under the
Government Sector Finance Act under which the ex gratia payment was made.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But, Minister, you can't produce the evidence that you
relied on.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: What I'm saying is the recommendation was made on the basis of a
technical, administrative element, which I disagree with. I had the—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: That's not what you stated, Minister. You said you relied
on evidence.

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: Point of order: If we could let the Minister finish answering the question.
She's been interrupted three times now.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: On evidence—the very same evidence that was provided in relation to
the $39,000 payment, where even the agency knew that the child had returned to that carer. A carer is entitled to
be paid an allowance when a child is living with them. It is on that view—it is the very same facts—that the
$39,000 was paid retrospectively and then the ex gratia payment I approved for the prospective arrangement where
the child was still living with the carer. It would've been entirely illogical in my view to have denied the ex gratia
payment, and not only that, entirely unfair to that carer, who deserved to be given an allowance for looking after
a child in their care.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, did you know the carer?
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: No.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Did you or anyone in your office meet with the carer or
the recipient in relation to the payments?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: No. This whole conspiracy theory is founded on a complete falsehood
that somehow I have a relationship with this carer—that I do not have. I would not know her if she walked into
this room. There's this whole conspiracy theory that has been created based on an absolute falsehood.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, when did you first become aware that the
recipient—or the former carer—was an organiser with the Independent Education Union?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: There's a whole lot of things that have been said about this carer, and
I would caution, Ms Maclaren-Jones, at this point—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, it's quite a simple question. When did you
become aware?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Iam just saying that we are treading into territory which starts identifying
a carer who you have quite rightly said you will not name. But if you start heading into providing personal
information about them, there is a greater risk that there will be a vulnerable child who is identified in this process.
In this whole conversation, I have not once heard the Opposition or yourself mention that there is a vulnerable
child at the heart of all of this. I am just wanting to be—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, we know that there is a vulnerable child at the
heart of this. But I'm asking you a question—this is on the public domain; your own department tabled that
information, asking for it to be redacted. I have a copy of that correspondence that identifies the individual as an
organiser of the Independent Education Union, so I'm asking you a question as to when you became aware.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I can't recall. I can take that on notice, but it may have been in the letter
from CatholicCare Hunter-Manning that we received from the former CEO. It may have been in there. It certainly
wasn't at any time that I was making the decision around the previous and approving a recommendation the
department had made.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, you were the shadow Minister for early
education 2016 to 2019. Did you ever meet with the Independent Education Union at that time?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I recall meeting with some local Independent Education Union members.
I don't recall ever meeting with the carer.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, were you aware of the former carer's, or
recipient's, union role involved in dealing with or accessing information concerning the diocese's accounts?
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Absolutely not.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Were you aware that the former carer that you approved
the ex gratia payment to, and ordered the department to clear the debt, was accused of using "information obtained
through her role as a union delegate for personal benefit"?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Absolutely not. Again, I'm very concerned about where this is headed in
terms of personal information identifying a carer, which is exactly what section 105 of the Act prevents—the
disclosure of the identity of a child in care. I'm very concerned about continuing to provide an individual's
information.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, as I said before, your department has actually
sent through that specific information—the union membership, also that quote that I just provided in
correspondence to the Clerk—which is on the public website. It's your department. I'm happy to provide you a
copy of it, but it's actually already out in the domain. It's not new information.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: That's very unfortunate.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, did you or any other Minister disclose their
connections to the Independent Education Union before asking for the debt to be cleared?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I don't even know what you're talking about. Who are you—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: You had representation made to you. Did that individual
declare any conflict of interest or any knowledge of the union membership of this individual?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: What I received from a local member was a constituent representation.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Did any Independent Education Union official, union
delegate or union representative contact your office in relation to this matter?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Absolutely not. Not that I am aware of. It may be that somebody has a
role that I don't know that they have—as is the case in this, where I did not know the carer, did not know that they
were a member of the Labor Party and I still don't know whether that's the case. There are all sorts of allegations,
falsehoods all underlying all of this that are just outrageous when you consider that this is ultimately about paying
a foster carer to care for a child. That is what this is all about.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Actually, Minister, it's about ensuring that the young
person is receiving the support and caring allowance they're entitled to as well. If a young person is not living
with a carer then, as you know, that young person is entitled to the supported independent living. That is the
matter: whether or not the young person was receiving the support they should, or whether a Labor member
received an allowance. That is what this really comes to.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: That's outrageous—an outrageous allegation—that you continue to say
things that are entirely untrue. The more you say them doesn't make them any more truthful. This is about a
child—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, you read the brief.
The Hon. GREG DONNELLY: Point of order—
The ACTING CHAIR: The Minister is doing fine.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: You knew they were a member of the union and the
Labor Party.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Absolutely, this—
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: You didn't disclose it. You didn't declare a conflict.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Are you saying that I should undertake to find out with anybody who
asks, who is seeking an ex gratia payment—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: It was in the brief.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: —that I should undertake to work out what affiliations they might have
with some union, what affiliation they might have with some political party—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: No, Minister. It was provided in the brief.
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: —when I have no idea who they are.
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, it was provided in the brief to you, the brief
that the department advised that you shouldn't make that payment and instead you decided to make the payment.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Because it was the right thing to do, and I would do it again tomorrow.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: For a union mate.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: [ would ask that that be removed from the record of this meeting, because
that is an outrageous and incorrect statement to make.

The Hon. PETER PRIMROSE: It is attributing motivation to the Minister which the Minister has
specifically said is not the case.

The ACTING CHAIR: It's up to the member—you did say something. The Minister has provided quite
a detailed, truthful explanation because she's under sworn evidence.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: It is an absolute falsehood, and it is outrageous that you are trying to put
that on the record.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: They are a member of the—
The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: It's offensive.

The ACTING CHAIR: Order!

The Hon. PETER PRIMROSE: Is it a yes or a no?

The ACTING CHAIR: The member does know the rules around if you are seeking to make adverse
mention then ordinarily you would do that in the Chamber by a substantive motion. This is budget estimates. We
do have rules. I did read out the fact that there are rules of procedural fairness. The Minister has said that that's
untrue. If you want to prosecute that and continue to do that, then this is not normally the forum, unless you want
to do that again in the next round of questioning. I leave that open to you. You can either take the suggestion and
withdraw that statement now and continue that line of questioning. But, given your time is up, I do think that it—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: We'll move on to yours.
The ACTING CHAIR: You're willing to withdraw that for now?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: No.

The ACTING CHAIR: No? You will pursue that line of questioning again?
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Yes.

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: Point of order: It is custom and practice in budget estimates, as it is in
the House, that if someone takes offence that comment is then withdrawn. It is custom and practice for orderly
conduct of proceedings both here and in the Chamber. The fact that we're in budget estimates does not mean that
the rules of the House do not apply, particularly as they relate to adverse mention, imputations, reflections on a
member. The Minister has clearly stated that she requests for it to be withdrawn. I'd ask you to direct the member
to withdraw that remark. Ultimately, it is custom and practice, and quite a serious thing if you choose to not
withdraw it, given the Minister's taken offence.

The ACTING CHAIR: I hear the point. I think you do have a point in part. But I've put to the member
that she has the opportunity now to withdraw that, if she's not going to continue to corroborate and substantiate
the allegation that she's made. She's put an allegation to the Minister that it's a friend. Is that the—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: To the point of order: In my line of questioning I was
outlining the fact that the Minister read in the briefing note that this person was a member of the Independent
Education Union, and I believe that the Minister should have declared a conflict of interest—

The ACTING CHAIR: No, sorry. That was not the statement.

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: Further to the point of order: That is not what you said. It was very
gratuitous.

The ACTING CHAIR: The statement that was heard, I imagine by Hansard, was "your mate".
The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: "Your union mate".

The ACTING CHAIR: "Your union mate."

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I heard something different, and it is entirely—
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The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: Whatever it is, it's offensive. Just withdraw.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: It is entirely separate to the evidence I just gave. It is entirely the opposite
of the evidence I just gave. You tried to get a statement on the record, and it's just outrageous.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Further to the point of order: The rules of the House
actually don't apply in estimates. They are a guide. We are actually eating into your time.

The ACTING CHAIR: We are eating into my time.
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: And this is now becoming a charade. Well done.
The Hon. PETER PRIMROSE: We may go further if one of us moves that we go in camera.

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: They don't exactly apply, Chair, but they should be used as a guide for
the orderly conduct of proceedings. I'm happy to read you out the excerpt from the Legislative Council Practice
where it says it. It's a serious matter.

The ACTING CHAIR: [ actually think it's a serious matter, too.

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: The Hon. Natasha Maclaren-Jones can trivialise it all she likes. It is a
serious allegation.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I'm not.
The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: Then withdraw it.

The ACTING CHAIR: I think "serious allegation" is right. There is a point of order. I'm asking you,
my colleague, as the member to withdraw that part of your statement. If the evidence is clear that this is somebody
who was from a union—and with pride and rightly so—then that is fine and that's what you've put. If you are
saying "your union mate", that is an attempt of an adverse reflection. As the Minister presented, it is untrue. I care,
as Chair of this Committee, that the evidence and the record is a good, accurate record of truth evidence based on
rules and procedural fairness.

You can withdraw that part of your statement unless you have and you intend—which was my point, on
the ruling I am currently making—further evidence, to contest the Minister's sworn evidence, that this was her
friend, her mate, because that's the ordinary meaning of what you've put to her, then I am willing to let you carry
on and bring that. But I am now strongly suspecting that is not the case. If that's not the case, I think that you
should withdraw that part of your statement. I would rather not have to go to a full ruling on that. I would rather
you accept that's the way I'm leaning at this point in time based on the rules of procedural fairness.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I'm not withdrawing. As I said before, a union mate
received a payment.

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: Chair, can I suggest that if the member's not going to withdraw, then
I would ask us to resolve into a deliberative to withdraw it. It is clear that's where that's headed. The option's open
to you to withdraw it.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I'm not actually, this is—you guys are wasting time.

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: I take offence at that allegation. This is a very serious matter about a very
serious issue, and the honourable member is seeking to trivialise it. The option is open to her to withdraw. The
continual refusal—I would ask you to direct her to do so as Chair of this Committee.

The ACTING CHAIR: I am absolutely not going to direct. We are grown-ups. We are in budget
estimates. We're barely over session one, and it's getting rather embarrassing. I would suggest you simply
withdraw that part of your—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: No. I've already said no. I'm going to move on.

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: I'm happy to hold it over to deal with it in the deliberative at the end of
the day.

The ACTING CHAIR: On the basis of that, I will now defer making any ruling. We will discuss this
later, and we will move on now. Minister, could I please ask you about Jack's mother, Ms Dempsey? Have you
met with Ms Dempsey?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: No, Ms Higginson. I have not met with Ms Dempsey, but [ am aware that
she would like to meet with me.

The ACTING CHAIR: Will you meet with Ms Dempsey?
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I'm very happy to meet with her.

The ACTING CHAIR: Would you please make a commitment that you will meet with her in the not
too distant future?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Absolutely. I know that the secretary has met with Ms Dempsey. I am
more than happy to do that.

The ACTING CHAIR: Are you aware that, at the moment, Ms Dempsey is trying in all of her capacity
to access information about her dear late son's file—information that the department holds concerning her son?
She is really struggling accessing information that she believes would really help her. As you know, she is
suffering deeply. She said, "The system that killed my son is now slowly killing me. I'm at breaking point, and
I'm finding the grief unbearable." Given this added element—she's referring to this inability to access some of the
information that she is asking for—this is the thing that is really squashing her right now. She is heartbroken, and
she is finding her day to day really difficult. Will you commit to seeing her, hearing her and helping her access
information so she can understand not just the past but also what she can do in the future to play a role in helping
the system become a better system? She has lived, unique experience like, fortunately, so few people. This is
incredible experience that she knows is part of her healing and her recovery to be able to move forward and to
help the department be a better department.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: My heart breaks for Ms Dempsey. I am very keen to meet with her and
understand what, if anything else, we can do to try to help her heal in all of the circumstances. I know that's a
really difficult scenario. The last thing I want to see is the department in any way inhibiting that. Yes, I'm very
keen to meet and also, as you say, to hear from her, having all the lived experience that she does, about how we
can better support children, better support families and create a system that creates the stability that children need.
I know that the secretary met with Ms Dempsey. I would suspect that those things have already been raised with
the secretary.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: IfI can just note the Minister's comments, the Minister has been talking to me
about a further meeting with Renee Dempsey. I know from discussions we have had, at quite some length, that
we are both concerned to not just have a meeting but also to assist a healing process. I have met with
Ms Dempsey—one meeting. Without going into things—for quite proper reasons I won't—one meeting does not
cover it. It was not a short meeting, but there needs to be further discussions. There is a healing process. I do not
consider that there is a meeting and then that discussion is closed off. There is a process and, as it does for people
impacted by the death of a young person under such awful and tragic circumstances, it takes many years to work
that through. To the extent that there are learnings for the department, a pending coronial process and internal
processes, the department does need to always avail itself of the ability to review its practice, and not just do that
internally, but also work with those families who have been impacted. That is certainly the essence of what the
Minister and I have discussed. This is one of these very sensitive moments where a Minister and a secretary need
to lock together to assist that healing process. It is a very difficult, long road.

The ACTING CHAIR: From the interactions I've had with Renee, I know she just desperately wants
to have that human contact, that recognition and that acknowledgement that there are genuine human beings sitting
here that really care and that there is a place for her and some room for her in this system going forward. She is a
fabulous human being. Of course, Jack's brother survives Jack as well. There is work that we can all do to support
these people, who are beautiful human beings who have suffered.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Ilook forward to meeting Ms Dempsey. I hope that, through that process,
we can not only learn from her but also hopefully provide her with some reassurance that there has been a lot of
change happen in the system since Jack passed as well. There is a lot of work ahead of us, but we are hoping that
we are already starting to make a difference.

The ACTING CHAIR: You've indicated previously that the department would be responding to the
recommendation of the Ombudsman's "No Capacity to Allocate" report from April 2026. I know we spoke about
this in detail at the last estimates. Has a response yet been provided to the Ombudsman?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I might defer to Mr Malcher on this.

STUART MALCHER: We have provided an initial response accepting or accepting in principle all
recommendations from the report. We continue to progress those recommendations and have regular touchpoints
with the Ombudsman updating them on that progress.

The ACTING CHAIR: In terms of the detailed response, is there a plan to have a tranche of work that
would be public facing, in terms of a report saying these are the recommendations and what steps we have taken
to implement those recommendations?
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STUART MALCHER: We haven't had a plan to at this stage, but that is certainly something we could
take into consideration. The majority of those recommendations are, in large part, addressed by the new
prioritisation assessment policy that we introduced last month. That addresses the majority of those
recommendations, but there are three or four that we are still working on. It certainly is things that we report on
regularly through the broad scope of the reform work we're undertaking.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We'll be more than happy to share information and detail around that
prioritisation assessment policy that Mr Malcher just mentioned. We are seeking to have a system that is more
accountable and more transparent, and the new process is a positive step. It is a first step in terms of addressing a
lot of those issues that the Ombudsman raised. The Ombudsman was aware of that policy work that had been done
for about two years alongside the Ombudsman's investigation as well. It was a recognition that the Ombudsman's
findings were largely in relation to persistent and longstanding issues, and acknowledging that the work that we
were doing to develop a policy, which is now being put into place as of July this year, was largely going to address
a lot of the issues that they saw.

The ACTING CHAIR: The department, back in March, indicated that the 28-day rule for closing
ROSH reports, which are not allocated for a face-to-face assessment within that 28 days, was about to be removed.
Did that actually happen. If so—I can see the Minister nodding. Did that happen in accordance with that
recommendation?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Yes, it did. We were clear that it wasn't a hard and fast rule. We have
made that very clear. The 28-day isn't a rule. It doesn't exist, and we've got a process now to ensure that we are—
the prioritisation policy is designed so that we are seeing the kids that need to be seen.

The ACTING CHAIR: I might come to that in more detail this afternoon, if that's okay. In March this
year you confirmed your—I think these are your words, Minister—strong commitment to developing and
improving the collaborative models for diverting children away from the criminal justice system. Is ensuring that
the Joint Protocol to Reduce the Contact of Young People in Residential Care with the Criminal Justice System
is effectively governed and monitored in its implementation a priority for your department?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: With children who are in intensive therapeutic care, we want to strengthen
their safety and improve their wellbeing whilst we undergo an evaluation of that program and, ultimately, a
complete redesign. In that interim period, we are taking a number of steps to improve safety. One of those is
strengthening the joint protocol that we have with police. The children in intensive therapeutic care placements
are under the case management of non-government providers. We are doing work with them to strengthen their
practice as well, and improving our oversight. Pleasingly, we are currently undertaking an audit of education
engagement with schools as well. So there are a number of pieces of work that we are undertaking to improve the
safety and wellbeing of children who are in intensive therapeutic care placements.

The ACTING CHAIR: Have you considered whether you would reinstate the meetings of the
governing committees to ensure monitoring and oversight of the joint protocol while it's being reviewed?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I can see that Mr Malcher is very keen to jump in on this.

STUART MALCHER: Certainly we acknowledge the Ombudsman's finding in his ITC review that he
released at the end of last year. We've certainly found that the joint protocol isn't working as consistently across
the State as it needs to. We certainly accept those observations. Currently there is a review happening of the
governance arrangements. There were recent meetings with the signatories, with police, with AbSec and ALS, as
well as ACWA. Again, acknowledging that the governance arrangements—there's a three-tiered governance
arrangement that was outlined in the joint protocol. I think all parties recognise it was possibly not operating as
required, so a current governance review is happening to re-establish an agreed governance structure in the very
near future.

The ACTING CHAIR: To be clear, you are consulting.
STUART MALCHER: Yes.

The ACTING CHAIR: You're consulting with AbSec.
STUART MALCHER: The signatories for the joint protocol.

The ACTING CHAIR: Has there been a proper budget allocation for that part of the overview work or
the—

STUART MALCHER: It doesn't have a specific allocation, but certainly the way we manage the
out-of-home care budget broadly—it doesn't have a specific budget allocation for projects. We obviously have
recurrent funding that we manage year on year.
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The ACTING CHAIR: How does the governance and monitoring of the joint protocol work if it's not—
it's just an embedded piece of work. Is that what you're saying, in terms of the consultation with all of those groups
and them having active, proper engagement where we get to an outcome that's different to the one we had that
was failing?

STUART MALCHER: Absolutely. Certainly part of the reform that we've been implementing has been
to strengthen the program management and the accountability within the child protection and out-of-home care
program. We have a director within my division who leads on all things residential out-of-home care, and it's a
priority that sits within her team. It's a resource project with, obviously, a team of people working on it. If there
are additional resource implications, we'll consider those as required. But certainly there are no resource
implications that are preventing us from reviewing the protocol.

The ACTING CHAIR: My understanding is that the implementation committee of the joint protocol
has not met for over 14 months. Would that be right?

STUART MALCHER: It certainly hasn't met for a while. I'd have to check the exact time frame.

The ACTING CHAIR: What is happening to ensure that the approach that would otherwise have been
undertaken under the protocol—how do we ensure that things are being applied consistently and appropriately at
the local level if there isn't this over the joint protocol in operation?

STUART MALCHER: I think that really goes to the findings that the Ombudsman highlighted: There
are local governance arrangements and there are local relationships, and it's on that basis that the protocol is
currently being implemented and administered. But the overarching governance structures haven't been effective
in supporting that statewide and consistent implementation. They're operating on a local level, but it doesn't have
that central oversight at the present time.

LAUREN DEAN: Ms Higginson, if I may just add, from an operational view, where we can see that
the protocol isn't being enacted or that there are particular challenges in places—noting that is not everywhere;
there are some places where the protocol does work very well. That's largely reliant on local relationships,
certainly between the NGO provider, the PAC and also DCJ. Where we can see it not working, we are able to
identify that and lean in to facilitate some local discussions in order to be able to help enact the protocol whilst
the governance arrangements are being reviewed.

The ACTING CHAIR: Minister, does it concern you that you're aware that there are several districts
that have ceased having local joint protocol governance meetings and arrangements? Does that concern you, and
are you satisfied that what's happening in substitution or in place is effective?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I am obviously always concerned around the safety and wellbeing of
children, particularly children in intensive therapeutic care. They have complex and high needs. I am satisfied,
though, that the department is working to respond to the Ombudsman's findings and that there is work being done
to strengthen the operation of the protocol across the State consistently. Obviously it is working well in some
areas, and that's all well and good when we've got good relationships on the ground. But we've got to ensure that
it is happening consistently across the State, and that's the work that's underway. It is part of a suite of reforms
and work that's being done. We wish we could do everything a lot more quickly, but when there is so much going
on across the whole system, things do take a little bit longer than I would like to see happen. But there is a clear
focus on this area, knowing that we need to strengthen the safety of the kids.

The ACTING CHAIR: With the joint protocol steering committee not having met for over 14 months,
how often does the department meet with the NSW Police Force Youth Command to discuss the governance and
operation of the protocol that's not actually in operation? How is that technically working rather than a crisis after
moment management because the police are not responding or police are responding in the wrong way and so
forth? How is that actually working on the ground in those areas where there aren't those functional relationships?

LAUREN DEAN: Ms Higginson, if I understand your question correctly—firstly, probably a
recharacterisation about the police. Obviously they have a very big and important job to do, and we appreciate the
continued collaboration with them. In relation to local arrangements, essentially, we might see a young person
move in and out of a scenario or a local area where in fact the protocol hadn't needed to be deployed earlier. That
young person's behaviour might escalate. The police respond, as you would expect them to. The agency that has
the young person is also trying to respond to be able to de-escalate the young person and make sure that they are
safe. Sometimes we then have a local discussion afterwards to say let's enact the protocol. We need to do better
at making sure that those arrangements are in place prior to a young person or an ITC being stood up.

In relation to the youth command, obviously we continue to work with various ranks of the NSW Police
Force and, again, we thank them for their collaboration. The governance arrangement that Mr Malcher discussed
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obviously is a critical part of this, but not the only part. We need to make sure that we continue to step in locally
if we become aware that things might not be going as they should. The only other thing I would add, Ms Higginson,
is that sometimes the behaviour of our young people does in fact constitute a criminal offence. Sometimes part of
their learning is also understanding that there are consequences to their actions. Like most things in the child
protection system, they are complicated. Not everything is as easy as "you should always do this" or "you should
always do that".

The ACTING CHAIR: Minister, the Aboriginal Legal Service obviously holds an enormous wealth of
expertise and experience. I don't think they are a party to the joint protocol. But do you accept that they are a really
valid, valuable stakeholder in that field particularly?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Indeed. Going forward it would be good to include and gain the
experience and expertise of ALS. I would also add to the evidence given by Ms Dean and Mr Malcher that locally
also, as I understand, the department participates in youth action meetings. Youth action meetings sometimes
involve children in care as well, so that is helping build relationships across the State through those processes.
Also, I recently met with the police commissioner and the police Minister to talk about how we continue to work
together across our agencies in a collaborative way, respecting each other's statutory responsibilities. But there
was a real commitment from the commissioner to work closely with DCJ on ensuring the safety and wellbeing of
children in care.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, as NGO out-of-home care contracts end or
providers leave the system, what is the Government's plan for children who need to transition to another agency?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Ms Maclaren-Jones, I assume that you are talking about the CareSouth
situation. Just to be clear for the Committee, a decision has been made by the department not to continue their
contract because of ongoing concerns around the quality of care being provided to children and around governance
issues, and they have persisted. We have tried to work with the provider over a long period of time to see improved
practice. That did not happen, so we had to make a difficult decision to not extend their contract. The contract will
end mid-next year so that there is a long runway and a smooth transition for all of the carers that are involved with
that organisation. There will be a lot of conversations with the carers that are currently CareSouth carers, but we
are going to be supporting them in a smooth transition.

Obviously it's a simpler situation than we had when the guardian made the decision to withdraw
accreditation for CareSouth's residential care arrangements, where we had children in intensive therapeutic care
that needed different placements. With the home-based carers, obviously children can stay and have the stability
that they need by staying with the carers that they have. At this stage we are looking for most of the carers to be
coming to the department and, where it's possible, some of those carers who are caring for Aboriginal children to
be case-managed by any local ACCOs as well.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Thank you, Minister. I wasn't actually asking about
CareSouth and I wasn't intending to bring up that provider. I was asking more broadly about any NGO that may
leave out-of-home care or have their accreditation changed and what the process would be for those children's
transition. You just indicated in this case it will go back to the department. Is that the case for all NGOs?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Which NGO were you talking about?
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: ['m talking more broadly. That was my question.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: There is only one at this point where we are currently managing this
situation—which is CareSouth—which is I assume what is behind the question.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: No, I'm asking just generally because there might be
one NGO now, but over the next year or more there might be others. I'm asking in general do you have a protocol
or a policy around where those young people will transition to?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We are doing a very live example of the question that you asked, which
relates to CareSouth, where we are having a very smooth, considered and careful transition of case management
and of carers over the next year. Most will come to the department, and some will go to Aboriginal community
controlled organisations where there's capacity. But of course we will be listening to carers and understanding
their preferences as well along the way.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Are children and young people able to participate in
that decision-making as well?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Of course.
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, how many providers are you expecting to exit
the out-of-home care system in the next five years?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: What we have is a very clear plan that we have been sharing with the
sector for some time. We have made it very clear that there are a lot of providers that are doing exceptionally good
work caring for children and delivering quality care in an accountable and transparent way. For those providers
that are prepared and wanting to work with us in an accountable and transparent way into the future, we have
assured them that there is a role for them in the future. We have been very clear that we are transforming the
current system into a hybrid system where the department has stewardship and ensures that there is accountability,
transparency, better outcomes for kids and value for money, working in partnership with providers that are willing
to work in an accountable and transparent way.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: In relation to the case that you indicated, why were
those children not transferred to another ACCO—sorry, NGO instead of back into the department?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: The evidence that I have just given and what's happening is that where
there are Aboriginal children—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Sorry, I didn't mean ACCO; I meant NGO. Why was it
the default position to go to the department and not to another NGO?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: This is still a process that's playing out. What we don't want to see in
these situations is a hunger games with other NGOs wanting to take carers and kids from an NGO that may no
longer be continuing. What we would like to see is all providers providing a lot more care and support for their
own carers and recruiting more carers, because I can guarantee them if they can find more carers, we will have
children that can be placed with them.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, is it Government policy to increase the number
of children in DCJ care as opposed to the NGOs?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: No, that is not our policy. Our policy is to step in when we need to. We
have been doing that, and we will, again, continue to work with our partner providers. As I have said, we would
ask that they care for their carers, provide them with the support that they need and recruit more carers. There's a
big role for everyone to play.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: What criteria are used to determine whether a child will
transfer to DCJ or an NGO?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We are dealing with a situation with CareSouth where we are having to
act and step up, so that's what we are doing. We'll be working closely with every carer, listening to them and
listening to the children, and making decisions in the best interests of children.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Are you guaranteeing that if a carer requests to transfer
to an NGO, that will occur?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: There are a number of complexities involved in every single matter. That
is not a guarantee I can provide today, but certainly we'll be listening to the preferences of carers about where they
would like to go.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Who will make that final decision?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: It won't be me. It'll be decisions made by the department, based on the
best interests of children.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: How many children and young people are currently
living in hotels, motels, caravan parks, serviced apartments or other emergency accommodation—with any
provider?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: There are no children living in hotel rooms, motel rooms, with an
unaccredited provider, because they have been banned from the system altogether. I know that there were
hundreds and hundreds of kids cycling through those arrangements under your Government. That is what we have
stopped and there are no more children in those arrangements at all.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, I just asked a simple question. How many
children are currently in those—

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: And I have answered the question.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: You're saying there are no children in accommodation?
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: [ have answered the question that there are no children in hotel rooms
and motel rooms, with an unaccredited provider, in this State. That is a banned arrangement.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, at the moment, are any children or young
people in hotel or motel emergency-style accommodation?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: If we are asking about emergency arrangements, yes, there are emergency
arrangements with accredited providers. I want to be really clear.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But that includes—
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I know you got very confused at the last budget estimates.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: No, Minister, I'm just asking a simple question. I'm not
asking about the provider. I'm asking how many children are currently in serviced apartments or hotel or motel
accommodation at this current time?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I know you're trying to be really tricky on this.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: No, I'm not, Minister. It's a simple question.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I know that you are just trying to be clever by half. I want to be really
clear, because this is what got really confusing at the last budget estimates.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, I am happy for you to take it on notice.
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: There are non-accredited providers and there are accredited providers.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister—

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: Point of order—

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Non-accredited providers did not have to meet—

The ACTING CHAIR: I will hear the point of order.

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: Chair, I would just ask that the Minister be allowed the opportunity to
answer the question in full. She has been interrupted now three or four times. She should be entitled to answer the
question.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: To the point of order: The Minister is actually not
answering the question. I just asked for a figure. If she doesn't have it, she can take it on notice.

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: To the point of order: The Minister is entitled to answer the question so
long as she's being relevant. She has been directly relevant. The honourable member might not like the answer;
that's a different thing entirely. She has asked a series of questions and not afforded the Minister the procedural
fairness and courtesy to answer. I'd just ask that the Minister be allowed to answer the question.

The ACTING CHAIR: Let's hear from the Minister. I understand the member's point in terms of the
distinction of the question. Please go ahead, Minister.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: It's the same answer we've been hearing for the past
three years.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: There are different answers to different parts of your question. You are
purposely including hotels and motels, and I am answering that element of it first. If you let me answer the question
fully, I can go to the entire question that you've asked.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: It's just a figure.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: There is no one figure to be applied to the question you have asked
because there are no children, as I have said, in hotels and motels with unaccredited providers that do not have to
meet the Child Safe Standards, because we did the difficult work to make sure that they were banned.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: So how many are with accredited—

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: In terms of high-cost emergency arrangements, all children are in
home-like settings. Currently, we've got 335 children in those accredited high-cost emergency arrangements in
home-like settings.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: What is the plan to transition those children into more
stable accommodation?
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I'm really pleased to hear interest in this area, Ms Maclaren-Jones,
because it was an area where we saw, when we came into government, children in the worst types of arrangements.
That had to be our first focus when we came into government—to ban the unaccredited arrangements that you
had put into place.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, I'm happy for you to answer the question that
I actually put.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We have not only banned those unaccredited arrangements where
children have said that they felt like caged animals—animals being moved from cage to cage; those were literally
the arrangements that were in place under your Government. We are also driving down the number of children in
high-cost emergency arrangements, and we've done that by various means. We've driven down that number.
I think it's—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, the question was what is your plan to transition
them?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Can I answer your question?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I've given you a good two or three minutes. I'm asking
you specifically, the 300 children—

The ACTING CHAIR: I think the Minister is getting there.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: She's trying to get there. She's trying.
The ACTING CHAIR: I'm hearing she's definitely getting there.

The Hon. GREG DONNELLY: It's a comprehensive answer.

The ACTING CHAIR: She's answering the question. Please carry on, Minister.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I'm providing a comprehensive answer and a context to the question that
you asked, which is an area of great importance around kids in high-cost emergency arrangements, which is far,
far fewer than when you were in government. We have managed to do this by moving in several ways. Firstly, by
ensuring that we have increased capacity in intensive therapeutic care placements by reducing the vacancies of
those from 40 per cent to around 20 per cent now. We have also recruited foster carers. The department stepped
in to recruit emergency foster carers, and all types of foster carers, to ensure that we've got additional placements
for children and to reduce reliance on high-cost emergency arrangements. That was also something not being done
by your Government.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Thank you, Minister. You pointed to two things. I might
move on to the next question. What is the current number of children who are away from placement without
permission?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: [ will find that figure for you, Ms Maclaren-Jones. I'll just provide, again,
a bit of context around that. When we are talking about children that are away from placement, they are children
who perhaps are—you know, could be 16 or 17, who have chosen to live elsewhere other than a placement.
It might be they've returned to their family, they might be going—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, I'm aware of those ones. I'm talking about
missing from placement, so have run away.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: If you're talking about missing from placement, that figure is currently
six, which is one-twentieth of 1 per cent of all children and young people in care.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: How many are away from placement? I don't need the
breakdown; I'll ask for that from the department this afternoon. How many young people are away from
placement?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: They are the cohort that I'm talking about, in terms of—
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: So all are self-placing?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: —young people choosing to live elsewhere. Short of restraining them,
we can't do anything other than provide all the support whilst they are out of placement, and we know where they
are. There are currently 668 of those; that's 5 per cent of children in care.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: You just said all of those are over 16 and you know
where all of those young people are?
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Ms Maclaren-Jones, again, you have put something on the record that
I did not say.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Sorry, Minister, you started your statement by saying
that these are young people over 16 who are often self-placed.

The ACTING CHAIR: No, that's not what she said.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I'm not sure that you're capable of hearing my evidence. It never seems
to actually get through.

The ACTING CHAIR: For the purpose of Hansard, I want to intervene. The Minister provided a
characterisation and was very clear when she said they "could include" this category of children.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Then, Minister, could you clarify how many of those
young people are self-placing and how many you do not know where they are currently staying?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I have given the figure of the children that we are currently missing,
which is six. The 668, of those we've got 227 with no placement or whereabouts recorded and 432 with known
whereabouts.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: So 227, you don't know where they are?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Of those children, we've got six children who are missing—of the 227.
I'll defer to Ms Dean on this, but they are in contact with their caseworker. We know that they are safe and we are
providing them with the support that they need.

LAUREN DEAN: That's correct, Minister.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, you're aware of the Ombudsman's report that
my colleague referred to earlier. In that, the Ombudsman actually referred to when a young person is away from
their placement, or missing—and we've identified there are over 200 that are away from placement—that they are
"particularly vulnerable to sexual or criminal exploitation, homelessness, drug abuse, violence and emotional
risk". How many critical incident reports have you received in the past 12 months in relation to a young person
away from placement?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: [ would have to take that on notice. I again describe the situation as an
example, to be clear, of the types of arrangements that we're talking about where children choose to leave their
placement and live elsewhere. Short of restraining them, what we do is provide them with all of the casework
support and ensure that they have food vouchers and connections that they need. The caseworkers do their very
best to try to keep those children safe. I absolutely acknowledge the Ombudsman's concerns. They are concerns
that we share as well. It is a very challenging cohort to keep safe, to be honest.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: These are very vulnerable young people who the
Ombudsman also highlighted as being at high risk of further abuse. The Ombudsman recommended a review and
identification of reforms to the policy around not in placement and suggested that be completed by December this
year. How are you progressing with that review?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I'll defer to Mr Malcher on that one.

STUART MALCHER: Yes, certainly. We have commenced a review. Certainly we concur with the
Ombudsman's observations and our review finds similarly that children predominantly in ITC are at greatest risk
when they're away from placement. Obviously, we have identified that their placements are a protective factor. In
many of these situations, it is complex, but what I would advise is that obviously every one of these cases has an
allocated caseworker—whether that's with the department or relevant NGO—and that caseworker's role is
obviously to provide that ongoing support. When children get to a certain age, they obviously exercise greater
autonomy over their decision-making, and we can't always ask them to make the decisions that we might wish to
make for them.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Will that be all completed by December this year?
STUART MALCHER: Certainly that's the time frame we're working to, yes.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Will it be made public?

STUART MALCHER: I'd have to take that advice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, will you commit to making that review and
the final recommendations and reforms public?
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We are signalling and sharing our reforms every step of the way, so
depending on the work that is actually produced—whether it is something that is capable of production—yes, I'm
always committed to being as open about where we are headed and what we are doing as a department.

The ACTING CHAIR: Minister, what gives you any confidence at this point that you are on the right
track when there are increases in numbers of Aboriginal children entering all forms of care, increases in emergency
removals and fewer Aboriginal children being restored to their families?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Thanks, Ms Higginson. I appreciate your longstanding advocacy. For
Aboriginal children and families, particularly vulnerable children and vulnerable families, what gives me a level
of confidence is the amount of work that we are doing on multiple fronts in an effort to reduce Aboriginal entries
to care and provide Aboriginal families and children with the support they need. I'll start with the significant
reform that we've made to family preservation—one that's been welcomed by the Aboriginal community
controlled sector. I've visited with a number of organisations that have been beneficiaries of the new reform and
been given more placements under the family preservation program. That's going to see $350 million invested
into Aboriginal community organisations to deliver a program that has been designed by Aboriginal communities
and families to try and support them and keep them safely together.

That rollout started this year, and it is well underway. Where we are wanting it to make significant
change—it's never been seen before, that 40 per cent, and the scale of funding being invested into children at that
point. We're hoping it's going to have a significant impact and what we're hearing from the providers on the ground
is that they are very excited by the opportunity it presents to them to work with families and keep them safely
together. Alongside that, I appreciate that the latest figures demonstrate an uptick in entries into care. What we
look at is a long-term timeline, which obviously we are watching what's happening very closely about entries to
care.

The ACTING CHAIR: Because the data's not looking very good, is it? And the data does speak big
time.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: The data does, but the data over a longer term is what gives us some
confidence that we are heading in the right direction. I can share a couple of graphs with you, one which shows
the rate of Aboriginal children and non-Aboriginal children per thousand in care since 2019 to "25. There is an
overall decline of children coming into out-of-home care, but there is over time a slight decrease in Aboriginal
children also, despite the bumps that we've had over the past couple of years in terms of entries to care. I've got a
couple of graphs here which demonstrate how the rate per 1,000 children entering care is in decline for both
cohorts of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal. Also, in terms of raw numbers of children and young people in care,
again there's a level of consistency that comes with the Aboriginal cohort. I'm happy to table both of those.

The ACTING CHAIR: Thank you. That would be great. Minister, do you accept—and I know the work
that's happening—that there are Aboriginal people in the wider Aboriginal community controlled sector that are
not experiencing the confidence in the department's ability to secure these positive outcomes for Aboriginal
children and families? What would you say to them?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I entirely acknowledge that obviously there is a significant history of the
department, with DCJ, that would lend them to that view straightaway. But I would ask them to see what we are
doing with the family preservation program, which was a program co-designed with Aboriginal families and
communities over a long period of time before it was being implemented and being rolled out by Aboriginal
organisations. There's a number of pieces of work that we're doing also in terms of active efforts and safeguarding
decision-making panels and all of these different pieces that we are trying to put in front of the decision-making
about a child entering care or not.

The ACTING CHAIR: Do you accept, Minister, that families, especially Aboriginal families, are very,
very reluctant to make complaints and raise concerns with the department when the department is the same
department that will remove their children? Do you see the system presents these almost prohibitive barriers to it
working in the way that I think you would like to imagine, or the way you are pushing for it to work?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Ultimately, I have a lot of ambitions for our reforms. One of them is that
we become an organisation that families trust, that they can have confidence in that their complaints will be heard
and answered. But I appreciate the reluctance. Another important part of the work that we've done is partnering
with ALS and Legal Aid in terms of the Legal Assistance for Families Partnership Agreement. That provides that
independent advice and information, not just around legal advice. We've seen over 2,000 families that have had a
connection made with the child protection system referred to what we call LAFPA, which is a key early
intervention effort to empower families with information and advice, independent of the department, so that they
understand what's actually happening around them.
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The ACTING CHAIR: The Aboriginal community controlled sector, along with peak bodies across
children and family services, are all quite united in the view that they want a single body to provide independent
oversight and monitoring of a child protection system which, based on the data, is failing Aboriginal children and
families and needs transformational improvement at every level. The sector also sees that this body would handle
complaints. Would you commit to giving consideration to a single independent oversight body that the sector says
is absolutely crucial now, at this point in your reform program, for building the necessary trust to really make this
system work for now and into the future?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Can I first say, I appreciate the advocacy and acknowledge that this is a
longstanding ask from the Aboriginal community controlled sector. We will continue to work in good faith with
the ALG and other Ministers around our requirements under Safe and Supported and our obligations under that.
I can report to the Committee that we have, at the last Community Services Ministers' Meeting, endorsed the
minimum requirements for a commission. Interestingly, they look quite different to what was first proposed under
FIC. Things have changed in the sector. We will continue considering what those minimum requirements will
look like in New South Wales.

I just also want to acknowledge the context of us operating with no shortage of oversight in terms of the
reports we have already mentioned today: the Ombudsman, the Auditor-General, Advocate for Children and
Young People, Children's Guardian. We've got a plethora of different oversight arrangements. It is a complex
piece of work to understand how we carve out another oversight body in amongst all that complexity. I'll also say
that if oversight solved all of our problems, they would already be fixed, because we have got an enormous amount
of oversight. It is our decision to get on with doing the work that needs to be done to respond to the more than
100 recommendations we have got from oversight bodies already. It just has to be our priority.

The ACTING CHAIR: I hear that. I think that, with respect, it's kind of fundamentally missing the
actual call, which is a single oversight body with those powers. The advocacy, as I understand it, is not about
carving out another oversight body. With the greatest respect to the oversight bodies that have done incredible
work holding DCJ to account and standing up for children, this is actually about recognising that the disjointed
oversight, or the fragmented oversight, is where the children and systems are falling through those cracks. I think
the advocacy has come, in part, because of all the work that is happening under your leadership, in terms of
bringing the genuine appetite for sincere reform for children and families.

Through this, it now is being able to be clear line sight that, "Look, this is where some of the failures
are." We are literally trying to put wheels on the broken-down vehicle. The advocacy, particularly when it comes
to outcomes for Aboriginal children and young people and families, seems to be moving or has moved to this,
"We want a single oversight body." These are the voices of the people, the experts, the ones on the frontline day
and night. This is what they're asking for. Is there some desire to actually start looking at that? I appreciate that
you're working on the minimum requirements but, again, it appears that the view you're working towards is, as
you say, carving out a place rather than stitching in to the fabric the oversight that the experts are calling for.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: [ appreciate the intent; however, the practical realities aren't that simple
on a number of fronts. What is being proposed, and the minimum requirements, if we were to stand up an
independent authority that meets those requirements, will necessarily have powers that straddle the Ombudsman,
the OCG and the Audit Office.

The ACTING CHAIR: Minister, sorry, can I interrupt. With respect, you are a lawmaker. We make
the laws. Literally, you can bring these laws, changing this system. Then all we have to do—you know how it
works. Black words on white paper, they go through the Parliament and then the system.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: It's that going through the Parliament that might be quite tricky on this.
Let's think about the context in which we are working, where we have had scathing reports land on my desk from
the Auditor-General, from the Ombudsman, and then we're proposing to put a piece of legislation into this
Parliament with the Upper House, as you are very familiar with it, which seeks to remove some of their power
and authority to create another authority. I don't see a world in which any legislation can pass—

The ACTING CHAIR: Well, it's the world in which—
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We would be accused of all kinds of—

The ACTING CHAIR: With respect, Minister, it's the world within which we take note of the Closing
the Gap report, we take note of the Productivity Commissioner, we take note of report after report after report that
says, "It's time to listen to Aboriginal people and their voices when it comes to their families and their communities
and their children." They are literally communicating to us saying, "This is the way forward. This is the next step
of reform that is needed to improve outcomes for Aboriginal families and children across all of New South Wales."
They're wondering why their advocacy is not being respected when every independent agency that is looking at
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reconciliation—why Closing the Gap targets under your Government, with respect, are getting worse and worse
under some of the targets and some of the commitments. We've currently got the NSW Aboriginal Land Council
saying their going to walk away from Closing the Gap and I suggest that's because we're honestly not listening
and saying, "It's a bit too hard." Could you update where the minimum requirements discussion is up to, in terms
of the commissioner, and what your time frame would look like at this point?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Can I just go back to your commentary around Closing the Gap?
Of course that is something that we are keeping a very close eye on. It's what our family preservation reform seeks
to address. It's what our implementation of active efforts seeks to address. We have got so many different
programs—Aboriginal, the Pregnancy Family Conferencing, family group conferencing, LAFPA. We have got
so many pieces of work that we are doing to try to address Closing the Gap. We are listening to Aboriginal voices.
We are listening to their advocacy. I am meeting with Aboriginal organisations—in Coffs Harbour just recently,
in south-west Sydney just recently. I am in their places and hearing directly from them.

The ACTING CHAIR: With respect, I'm not suggesting you're not listening. What I'm suggesting is
that there is one body of work that is arguably very difficult for you to take on board because of the reasons you've
said. You have a Government, a Parliament, but this is the advocacy that is coming forward. What I would suggest
is that right now the data, as you've acknowledged, is not looking good. Aboriginal children and young people are
entering care for the first time. In the year ending March 2026, it has increased by 4.5 per cent. Temporary care
arrangements increased by 43 per cent just between January and March this year. Emergency removals of
Aboriginal children increased by 25.4 per cent over last year and the year before. Residential care increased by
9.5 per cent.

I can go on and on but the numbers and the increases are suggesting that the case in front of you is the
one that you need to take to your Cabinet colleagues and say, "We have been working. We have been trying."
I have been, you have been, meeting on the ground, in Coffs Harbour, all the way across New South Wales, but
this is tinkering around the edges—I accept some of it is far more than tinkering. There are absolutely monkey
wrenches in there—I get it—but Aboriginal people and the people on the front lines are saying that they believe
this is the most fundamental part of the change that now needs to happen to make these improvements in the short,
medium and long term. Are you willing to take that on board?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I'm hearing your advocacy, and it is a conversation that we are having, at
a Commonwealth level and at a State level, about what it might look like in our State. I don't want to paint any
other impression that we are completely ignoring the voices and the advocacy. We are also not ignoring their
voices and advocacy when it comes to a whole other range of things, particularly around "we need more support
to keep our families safely together". The $350 million going into a new family preservation program is where
we are going to have what we hope will be a significant impact. In terms of the data, I accept a lot of what you
are saying. [ want to be clear that we are watching it very closely, with all of the reforms that we are undertaking.
But we also, as I've presented with the graphs to you today, that there is a longer term trend that is going in the
right direction broadly. We are hoping that all of the efforts that we are making will start seeing a better trend in
the future.

The ACTING CHAIR: Very briefly, can I go back to when you said had been meeting and discussing
minimum requirements and that things have shifted from the FIC report?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Yes.

The ACTING CHAIR: Can you update in terms of what time frame might be in your mind's eye,
acknowledging there are a lot of moving parts in that?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: The minimum requirements have been agreed at the last Community
Services Ministers' Meeting with the Aboriginal leadership group. I think that every State and Territory has now—
actually, I shouldn't give that evidence. It's been a moving feast. I think we're up to version number six. I believe
that we are all now in agreement on version six. Certainly New South Wales is.

The ACTING CHAIR: Is that currently publicly available, are you aware?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: It would be publicly available, and it's certainly something that SNAICC
would have been publishing. Presumably after the last Aboriginal leadership group meeting with the community
services Ministers, there was a lot of information shared publicly after that meeting around what happened.

The ACTING CHAIR: Over to the Government. Do you have any questions for the Minister?

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: I do have one question. Minister, the Government has been undertaking
significant child protection reforms over the last 3% years. Could please update the Committee on the progress of
those reforms.
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We have been undertaking significant work to reform the broken system
that we inherited, across multiple fronts, so I thought I would take this opportunity to step the Committee through
exactly what we have done. It is a list, and I'm going to go through it because it's worth putting on the record.
We've banned unaccredited providers and got kids out of hotels and motel rooms. We've reduced all emergency
accommodation arrangements by 30 per cent. We've funded a $1.2 billion child protection package. We've
removed the wages cap for caseworkers and we've entered a new award for caseworkers and given them the
biggest pay rise in decades. We've released our Out-of-Home Care Strategy, focused on transparency and
accountability. We've increased the foster care allowance by 20 per cent, which is the biggest increase ever. We've
redesigned the $900 million family preservation program with 40 per cent ACCO investment. We've opened five
Waratah Care cottages, and there are more on the way. We've insourced 300 family time workers. We've reduced
intensive therapeutic care vacancies from 40 per cent to 20 per cent and added 150 more places. We have invested
$100 million into the Aboriginal child and family centre expansion and enhancement.

We have rebooted DCJ foster carer recruitment. We've redesigned the Case Worker Development
Program and we're rolling out a leadership and mentoring program for all DCJ staff. We have an operational
restructure, new leadership and focus on the front line. We have carers now receiving an annual carer support
letter, which details all of their entitlements and supports. We've expanded Pregnancy Family Conferencing
statewide. We've removed the SDM risk assessment tool. We've provided stability for community service
providers and a jobs compact for workers under our Secure Jobs and Funding Certainty for Community Services
program. We've got a new partnership agreement with AbSec and ALS. We've closed Working with Children
Check loopholes and strengthened the sex offenders register. We've implemented active efforts. We've funded
more than 40 new therapeutic residential care homes.

We're funding 100 new leading caseworker roles. We're creating a portable long-service leave scheme
for community service workers, and that's already been implemented. We have fully funded every pay increase
for community sector workers since we were elected. We've redeployed caseworker specialists back to the front
line to ensure more vulnerable kids are being seen. We've rolled out a new triage and prioritisation policy. We've
increased funding to the OCG to boost their compliance activity. We've expanded the Specialist Aftercare Program
statewide. We're kicking out out-of-home care providers who aren't meeting standards. We've commissioned
IPART to conduct an independent pricing review. We've stopped outsourced providers from keeping unspent
public funds and we're stopping the rorting and waste in the outsourced Permanency Support Program, which saw
private property investment schemes established. We've done all of that, not just within budget but while
eliminating an $800-million out-of-home care deficit that we inherited. That's what 3% years of a Labor
government has meant for child protection. The Liberal Party has been calling for my resignation. I'm not going
anywhere. I'm the right person for the job, and I have a lot more work to do.

The ACTING CHAIR: On that note, that concludes this morning's session. We will now have a short
break.

(Short adjournment)

The ACTING CHAIR: Thank you, we are back online. Over to you.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, I want to clarify a couple of things from this
morning. In relation to the $40,000 payment, when did you first learn about that debt? Was it from the department
or a constituent?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I believe it was via a representation made by a local member on behalf of
their constituent.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: That was Minister Harrison?
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Minister Harrison's electorate office, yes.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Do you recall the date of that first piece of
correspondence?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I do not. I can take that on notice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, since you've become Minister, you've had
10 ex gratia payments requests sent to you by your department. Is that correct?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: No, I believe it's 11.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: That additional one is after the SO 52?
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Yes. There has been one in the last four weeks I think.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: In relation to the other nine—so, not the one in relation
to CatholicCare—did you accept the advice of your department on all occasions?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I have been clear. This question was asked of me in Parliament, and I can
refer to my answer I gave then. I was very clear then that the only ex gratia payment that I have made against the
recommendation of the department relates to the matter that you are referring to.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, on all occasions—and that includes the
additional nine—did you or your office take additional steps to gather evidence?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We get all the evidence that we need to make a proper decision.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I asked you, Minister, specifically: Did you or your
office take additional steps, beyond what the department provided you, to gather additional evidence?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We will take what steps we need to be able to make the decision that we
need to make. I would say we would have done that with other ex gratia payments as well.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Can you outline which ones you—
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I can't for you today, no.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Can you take on notice which of those nine you gathered
additional evidence to make a decision?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: To the extent that information can be shared. I have nothing to hide here
on any of the decisions I have made. I'm happy to be open and honest, as I always have been, about all of the
decisions I made, which I stand by. As I have said, every single one of the decisions I have made, I would make
again.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, in relation to gathering additional evidence,
what is that process?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: It is entirely dependent on whatever situation is before us.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: We're only dealing with nine.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: As a former Minister, you would know that ex gratia requests necessarily
involve incredibly complex situations. People only seek an ex gratia payment when they have failed at every other
avenue. It is dependent on what's in the brief, it's dependent on what's provided to us as to what additional
information we might seek.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, you can see the reason for the questions that
are coming to you. You have had 10 ex gratia payments put to you, on nine of which you followed the advice of
the department. On one, you chose not to, relying on—as I quoted before, in your ministerial statement, or your
comments—additional evidence. I'm asking about what steps you take. Do you instruct your ministerial staff to
make calls? Do you make calls? What is the process?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I absolutely do not. I'm just going to go to the matter, the whole conspiracy
theory that you are trying to prosecute today. I absolutely did not make calls to the carer. I have not met with the
carer. I do not know the carer. I don't know how many different ways I can say this: I do not know the carer. That
is the basis of your whole conspiracy.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, this is not a conspiracy.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I do not know them. It is also based on another flawed fact: that, you say,
the child was no longer with the carer. The child was still living with the carer. That was the basis of the
recommendation from the department for the $40,000. It would have been illogical for me not to have done the
same for the ex gratia payment as a future allowance for a carer that is looking after a child. Either you accept that
we should pay foster carers for caring for kids or we don't. I do think that is appropriate—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, to clarify—
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: —and, so, we paid them.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: The $15,000 ex gratia that you approved was done in
late 23, early "24. But the $40,000 was paid after that date. Is that correct?
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I can't remember the dates, in terms of the sequencing. But the sequencing
was definitely in terms of the approval based on the recommendation of the department, and the subsequent
ex gratia request.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But the $15,000 came before the $40,000?
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: That's not my recollection.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I can explore that more this afternoon. Minister, just
back to your involvement. Does your office make calls or look into getting more evidence for you to make a
decision?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: My office will do what it needs to do to understand what the facts are in
a case. If we don't think we've got enough information, we will go back to the department and ask them to find
out more.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Who in the department would you—

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Alternatively, we will get additional information from the constituent
themselves via the electorate office, which, as I recall, was the case in this matter.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, you would normally go back to Mr Tidball or
Ms Dean in the department in relation to further evidence or information that's required?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Personally, no. That would be my staff.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, could you explain—this is correspondence
from the Hunter Central district sent to CatholicCare. It says, "We've had several questions from the Minister's
office regarding the situation with—" obviously, the individual and the carer. Why would your office be contacting
the district directly? Is that usual practice or would you go through Mr Tidball and Ms Dean in relation to these
matters?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We would be seeking information that we felt we needed to make an
informed decision based on facts.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, can you also—and I'm happy for you to take
it on notice—in relation to the other nine ex gratia payments, outline the evidence that you received but also the
calls your office made to local districts. This is a district in your area. I'm interested to see if that is usual practice,
that you'd call local districts across the State.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Every single ex gratia request is for a different reason. It doesn't always
relate to a foster carer. It can relate to other kinds of payments that are needed. The evidence that we need may be
contained in a brief entirely and we might not need additional information. But if additional facts are being
provided to us, I think it is my obligation to understand what the facts are. You, on the complete opposite end of
that spectrum, are not interested in the facts. You're not interested in the fact that I did not know this carer.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, I am actually interested in the facts.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: You're not interested in the fact that the carer was still caring for this
child, which is why the ex gratia payment was made.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, I'm interested, and I'm happy for you to take
on notice, in the number of times your office has called local districts in relation to ex gratia payments, beyond
this particular case. Minister, I might move on. If you have an answer before you—otherwise, I'm happy for you
to take it on notice.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I was just going to say that almost every day my office is asking districts
for information.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: About ex gratia payments?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: About all kinds of information, Ms Maclaren-Jones, because they're doing
their job.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, I'm asking about how taxpayers' money is
being spent and the decisions you make to either follow the advice of the department or not. I'm happy for you to
take that on notice.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: And an ex gratia payment is, by its very nature, a discretionary decision
to be made by a Minister. It is what executive government is for.
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: And the only payment you made was in your area.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Otherwise, if I don't challenge the decisions of the department, what is
the point of Ministers and their officers? That is literally the point.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: The only decision you overturned, of the department, is
for a person in your area—

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Who I don't know.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But your office has been making direct contact with the
district.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Who they don't know. What is your point here?
The Hon. GREG DONNELLY: It's a conspiracy.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Apart from you trying to get on the record the rubbish that you've been
saying on the record over and over again.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, it's not rubbish.
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: It doesn't make it any more true.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, you approved over $55,000 of taxpayers'
money to someone in your area, against the advice of the department, and on all other occasions you took the
department's advice. Clearly, there are questions to be answered.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: And I have answered them so truthfully. I can't say them any clearer.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But you can't go into the detail of the evidence.
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: If you want to mischaracterise—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, you can't explain what the evidence is that
you relied on, nor how many times your office made calls in relation to other ex gratia payments. It appears it's
only in this case.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: The allegation remains that somehow I knew the carer and somehow the
carer did not deserve to be paid for caring for a child. Is that what you are saying?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, what I'm saying is this is a member of the
union, very active in your area, which is all on the public record. Anyway, I'm happy to move on and examine
this further.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Who I have said—and I will say it again—I do not know.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Earlier this year there was a case of a young person
found living with a convicted killer. You conducted a review into that matter. Do you recall?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Absolutely.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: In relation to the SO 52 that was provided, there was a
critical incident provided to you. It said, "While a guardian is not legally obligated to update DCJ on a change of
residents, the DCJ guardianship guidelines indicate that carers should advise of a change of address. There is,
however, no requirement to advise of who is living in that household." We're about six months on. What have you
done to close the loophole that allows convicted killers to live with a child in your care and not report it?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: TI'll first say that I could not have been more open and honest with the
public about this whole scenario that should never have happened. As soon as we learned about the arrangement,
we acted to remove the person from that household. We are ensuring that casework practice is strengthened around
decision-making. We've restructured the department to improve accountability and transparency in
decision-making so that we have got better decisions being made going forward.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Have you closed that loophole around the guidelines?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: [ am not sure what loophole you're actually referring to,
Ms Maclaren-Jones.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I'm referring specifically to "there is no requirement to
advise of who is living in the household". You can have killers and paedophiles living in a household with a child
in your care, and there is no requirement for the carer or guardian to report that. Have you addressed that?
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Mr Malcher would like to respond to that.

STUART MALCHER: I must confess that I'm only tangentially aware of the specifics of this matter.
On a matter of policy, the point you're referring to is a child who is under a guardianship order. The very function
of a guardianship order is that they're no longer under the care of the State, and they are now under the full care
of their carer. Their carer has been assessed as fit and proper to exercise full parental responsibility for that child.
It wouldn't be appropriate for the State to maintain excessive oversight of the child and that care arrangement.
That is the very purpose the guardianship order exists for. In this instance, it would be that if there is a change in
circumstances that present a significant risk to the child, that would be our statutory obligation to assess that
ROSH.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Do you think that the guardian or carer should be
reporting if there is a change in who is living and staying at the property?

STUART MALCHER: Generally speaking, we place a high degree of trust in guardians—that is the
very purpose of the order. We've deemed them to be a fit and proper person to make decisions for the care of that
child. The very reason why guardianship was introduced under the Permanency Support Program was exactly
that—to exit children from State care so that guardians could get on with the job of caring for children without
the overarching intervention of the Government. For those children who are in the care of the Minister and
statutory out-of-home care, that would be a very different situation. That was the care arrangement for this child,
but it's quite distinct under a guardianship arrangement.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: That advice is limited to the child who was under guardianship that was
in that household at that time.

LAUREN DEAN: Correct.
STUART MALCHER: Correct.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Were there any other children in that household that
were under your care?

LAUREN DEAN: No, not at that time.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Not at that time, but before and after?

LAUREN DEAN: Prior to that information coming to the department, there had been a time where a
child in the care of the Minister was with that carer, and then subsequently also.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: [ might look into that a little bit this afternoon. Minister,
in relation to the Ombudsman report from 2024-25 around ROSH reports being closed due to no capacity to
allocate, given the current constraints by the department, what assessment has DCJ undertaken to ensure that there
is additional case management staff available?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: The issue in relation to children being seen is something that we are taking
as an absolute priority. The work that needs to be done, and the work that we had to do when we came into
government to start seeing more children—it might come as a surprise to you that it actually relates to caseworkers.
Caseworkers are the ones that see children. When we came into government, we had caseworkers walking out the
door because they'd had a wages cap imposed on them for more than a decade. We then undertook to lift the wages
cap—something that you opposed.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But the vacancy rates are still higher. My question was
specifically—

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Excuse me, [ would like to answer the question. You've just put something
on the record that is absolutely not true. Vacancy rates are not higher. Vacancy rates have dropped from a high of
12 per cent to 4 per cent now.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: It was 2 per cent when I left government.
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Four per cent.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: It was 2 per cent.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: 1 beg your pardon?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: It was 2 per cent back in—

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Back when?
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Back in 2023, Minister.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: When we came into government, the problem was that you had put a
wages cap on these workers. We know that that was one of the issues, because when we lifted it we immediately
saw better retention and better recruitment of caseworkers. Then we entered into an award which saw some
caseworkers get an increase in pay of $17,000. This is what we have been doing to address the answer—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: 1 do have limited time. Minister, you are not actually
addressing the answer, so I'll move on. How many—

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I would still like to answer the question.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: You can do it in Government time. How many ROSH
reports—

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: You are clearly not interested in the answer, because it suddenly becomes
awkward for you.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: You are not answering the question.

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: Point of order—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: You're not actually answering specific questions.
The ACTING CHAIR: There is a point of order.

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: The Minister has been directly relevant. She is entitled to answer the
question as she sees fit. The honourable member may not like the answer, but that doesn't entitle her to interrupt
the answer routinely, as she has done.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: To the point of order: I did give the Minister quite a bit
of time. She was not being directly relevant. It was a specific question. I am happy to move on, because I have
got limited time. I am happy to move on to the next one.

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: To the point of order: I think the Minister should be afforded the
courtesy—

The ACTING CHAIR: We do have to afford some courtesy, I accept that. If there is more to the answer,
if you could quickly do that, Minister, and then the member can move on.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I just want to be really clear: it is directly relevant, because we can't see
kids unless we have caseworkers. We have more caseworkers now than we had when we came into government
because of the work that we have been doing. That is the critical element that we need in our system to bolster
our frontline—to back, value and respect our frontline caseworkers, which is what the former Government failed
to do.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, I do have limited time.
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: That is how we get to see more workers.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: How many cases were closed due to no capacity to
allocate in 2025-26?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I think it's around 100,000 children. I can get a more precise figure for
you.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: So 100,000 were closed—out of how many reports?
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Which reports are we talking about?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: We're talking about the screened ROSH reports. The
previous Ombudsman has said that, in 2023-24, 64 per cent were closed off; in 2024-25, 65 per cent were closed
off. You're saying around 100,000 were closed off—out of how many ROSH reports?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: [ want to be really clear about what we're talking about. Are we talking
about the ROSH reports screened by the helpline?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Yes, screened-in as ROSH. I'm happy for you to take it
on notice.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I think you're demonstrating that you still don't understand the system.
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I do understand the system. You're just trying to avoid
answering the question.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I am absolutely not. I am trying to understand the question you have asked
so I can provide—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I am happy for you to take it on notice if you don't have
the figures.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I don't understand the question yet, because you haven't made it clear.
I still don't think you understand the system despite having been the Minister for two years.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I have outlined it. If you would like me to quote it
exactly to make it a bit more simpler for you, the Ombudsman stated that, in 2024-25, the number was 65 per cent
of 244,710 screened-in ROSH reports. I am asking the same question. What is the percentage of screened-in
ROSH reports that were closed in 2025-26? If you don't have it, please take it on notice.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I can find that for you.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Have you now closed the practice of closing off reports
due to no capacity to allocate?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: This is an area that we have been working hard to resolve. The
Ombudsman rightly called out that practice as being longstanding and persistent and something that was part of
the system that you oversaw when you were in government.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, I'm asking if you've closed the practice now?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: ['m just putting the context of the system that we inherited and that the
Ombudsman reported on. We have now implemented the prioritisation and triage policy and, as part of that, we
now allow caseworkers the opportunity to explain the reason for their closure or referral, or the support that they're
going to provide to a family if they aren't being seen. So, as [ understand, the "no capacity to allocate" is no longer
one of those elements. It's referred to a service. Supports are in place—child unknown or any of those options.
We now have the system doing what it should do, which is properly recording the work that's being done by
caseworkers when they are either seeing children or not seeing children.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: I wanted to ask you, obviously, about Thriving Kids and now, apparently,
thriving teens. You will be aware that there's a lot of distress, anxiety and uncertainty amongst the disability
community, particularly those of us with autism, and what's going to happen with various supports. Can we talk
about thriving teens first? I understand that the idea is to try to get that up and running in the next 16 months.
Have you done any kind of needs analysis already of what is going to be required for that cohort of children?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I want to be really clear: I do not know what thriving teens is. There is
no agreement with the New South Wales Government and the Commonwealth around any other cohorts to be
supported with foundational supports other than Thriving Kids which, as you know, is for the cohort naught to
eight with developmental delays, autism and low to moderate needs. That is the agreement that we have. Have we
been asking for conversations with the Commonwealth around additional cohorts? Of course we have. Because
of the bill that that they've introduced, we know that there is movement that's going to be had, and I want to
acknowledge that there is a lot of concern, anxiety and fear amongst the disability community. I fully acknowledge
that; I'm hearing it often. But we are in a situation where we want to negotiate with the Commonwealth around
what the next cohort for foundational supports is. Whilst we are doing that, we are focused on the delivery of
Thriving Kids and the beginnings of it from 1 October this year.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: That's really concerning. I understand that the Federal Government was saying
last week that it needed to have this thriving teens up and running by 1 January 2028.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I read that too.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: That's really shocking. Thank you for your honesty on that. Let's go back to
Thriving Kids, and I will go back to thriving teens later. Are we on track to see initial contracts for the general
supports for Thriving Kids beginning from 1 October 2026? Have they been agreed?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I have good news. I can see there's probably some very tired officials here
who are doing all of that work and overseeing that work as we speak. Yes, we are on track for the first contracts
to be in place from October. They are the general supports element of Thriving Kids, which relates to supported
playgroups and peer-to-peer parenting capacity. The second tranche will be beginning in January. It's into the
targeted supports area, which is the access to allied health on a time-limited basis. I want to be really clear that
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we aren't providing like-for-like services with the NDIS. It is a cap-funded service provision. It can't be everything
to everyone, but this is $1.1 billion being invested over the next five years into early intervention in New South
Wales, and we think it's going to make a significant difference.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: A significant difference based on what we have as the status quo prior to this
NDIS bill, or a significant difference when you look at it compared to that?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I should say that the other important element of this is that, right now, for
the children who are currently in the NDIS, the Commonwealth has given us assurances they are grandfathered.
So there are no access and eligibility changes for that cohort until 1 January 2028 and, of course, the NDIS remains
available for children with significant and permanent disability. That is all of the system operating whilst we are
rolling out Thriving Kids.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: When you look at the amount, though, that has been taken out of NDIS—or at
least the forecasts for how much it's going to cost over the next 10 years—compared to what is now being spent
in New South Wales for those children, there is a massive difference. I think I calculated it at about 1 per cent of
what it would have been. Do you think that you have enough funding to make Thriving Kids a success in
New South Wales at this point?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We are confident that the design of the system will be able to deliver
services in a capped funding model to provide that early intervention, early advice and early support for families
who need it.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Both DCJ's consultation report and the recent foundational supports inquiry that
Ms Maclaren-Jones has been running identified a strong need for capacity building to support children's
development and inclusion across the education and health sectors. How will Thriving Kids be integrated across
education and health, for example, in early childhood settings, community health services and GPs?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Great question. The whole conversation and the approach to the design
of Thriving Kids has been done side by side with Health and Education. They are key partners in all of this. We've
got elements of the program that will be delivered by Health, and other elements of it will be delivered alongside
Education and early education. We're trying to create a complementary system—I'm not saying it's not going to
be bumpy—as we step back into service delivery for disability, which is something that has not been in this State,
as you know, since the NDIS started, and all State services were devolved at that time. So we are standing up a
new service system and working with our partners really closely to make sure that we are utilising all of the
opportunities across all agencies to support kids.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: In Victoria, the Thriving Kids rollout is being led by the education department,
with the recognition that the main point of contact for most children at the age at which particularly the so-called
mild to moderate needs autistic kids will be identified is in that early childhood setting. What specific supports
are going to be provided through the early childhood settings when it comes to Thriving Kids?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: [ know that the Victorian Government is taking a different approach to
New South Wales. Our approach has been taken and the program designed based on an enormous amount of
consultation with stakeholders, with providers, with children and with families across the sector over a couple of
years. It was through their input and expertise that we have designed the program so it's not sitting in Education
and it's a community-based service. I think our approach is, when we are talking about the supported playgroups,
that they're going to be available for children who are, I think, five and under. They may not be accessing any
early education or accessing any education services in that bracket. We want to see kids as soon as possible so
that any developmental delays can be identified early. We think that is best done through our incredible partners
in the community services sector, a lot of whom have been doing this work for a long time and know what works.
We've been listening very closely to them, and we'll be trying to work with them in the future.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: For those children that aren't in early childhood services, that makes perfect
sense. | love the playgroup model and understand that that is completely valid and a good focus. But there are a
huge number of children that go into early childhood settings and, unfortunately, and outside of your portfolio,
there is a significant deficit in funding for a lot of those services to support children with disabilities. If you're a
parent or a guardian who has got your child in an early childhood setting, what will support look like when it
comes to Thriving Kids, or is there no correlation or interaction between the two?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Iftheir child has developmental delays or autism and has mild to moderate
support needs, then they'll be able to access Thriving Kids like anyone else.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: But there are no general supports within early childhood settings?
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: TI'll be clear. Right now we're in the midst of procurement with the
program. I haven't got visibility—rightly so—on that process. It may be that there are early childhood education
providers who have put up their hands to be delivering these services. I'm not privy to that, so we'll just wait for
the outcome of the procurement.

The ACTING CHAIR: [ just noticed you received some information. Did you want to add anything to
that last answer?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We're working closely with the Department of Education not only around
schools but also in terms of our intersections and interactions with early ed as well.

The ACTING CHAIR: Minister, just before I move off the NDIS reforms that my colleagues raised,
I just wanted to raise—I don't know if this is entirely within your remit, but I've had concerns raised with me about
forensic patients, who are patients who are not found criminally responsible for an offence or who are unfit to be
tried given their mental illness or their cognitive disability. A number of reports are showing the harm and
exposure to violence, abuse, neglect and other forms of cruel, inhumane or degrading treatment. I'm just
wondering if any engagement has occurred between yourself or New South Wales and the Commonwealth to
ensure that NDIS reforms do not result in people remaining in forensic detention because necessary supports will
now possibly be no longer available or disputed between systems. Is that something that you're aware of?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: That's not a specific cohort that we've had a conversation with the
Commonwealth about. However, it would fit within the conversation we've had with the Commonwealth for a
long time based on the NDIS review around the importance of improving supports for people with psychosocial
needs. Ms Dendle may have a bit more information in relation to that.

ZOE DENDLE: We've had a number of conversations at officer level with the Commonwealth in
relation to forensic patients, which would be a subset of the complex client group that we work closely with the
Commonwealth on. Often it's case by case, just because it is so complex and no case is alike. But there are
conversations that occur at officials' levels.

The ACTING CHAIR: I might explore that a bit more with you this afternoon if that's okay. Minister,
the Out-of-Home Care Strategy promises basically to re-establish the role of government as systems steward, with
clear accountability for the outcomes. What accountability and oversight mechanisms are now in place to ensure
the delivery of the strategy?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We have a number of different moving parts on this. An important
element of the strategy is the sequencing of our reforms. The first reform area is in home-based care, then moving
to the intensive therapeutic care stream, then to aftercare. We have sequenced our reforms and, along every step
of every piece of reform that we are taking, there is a robust collection of data and analysis to ensure that we are
heading in the right direction. We've got this amazing group of people—and they hopefully will enjoy a shout-out
today—who work in FACSIAR in the department. They are capturing data and designing systems to ensure that
not only are our reforms being tracked but, when we do have the opportunity to invest, that we are investing in
evidence-based programs that work. That is a critical part of the whole piece of our reform—ensuring that we
have oversight of what we are doing and where we are heading.

Of course, all the independent oversight bodies are watching closely as well. I know the department
meets with them regularly. Not long ago I met with the Ombudsman as well. But the system stewardship is a key
part of our reforms, as you said. I have got—hot off the press—our "System stewardship: from strategy to
delivery", which we were about to publish and haven't quite had a chance before this hearing, so everyone's seeing
it for the first time. It steps through exactly what we are doing, why we are doing it and where we're headed.

The ACTING CHAIR: Thank you. I look forward to seeing that. I would love to just focus in on your
level of confidence that increasing the Government's role in the child protection systems will improve trust for
families, and particularly First Nations families, recognising the advocacy that has been put forward in terms of a
system that has dual roles. What do you say in terms of that confidence about the child protection systems for
Aboriginal families?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: An important element, as you've pointed out, is our system stewardship
based on the fundamental fact that, as Minister, I have parental responsibility for children who are in out-of-home
care. When we came into government, the system had been mostly outsourced to private providers, with very little
transparency or accountability in terms of outcomes for those children. Our reforms are designed to address that
lack of oversight and accountability from the previous system into a system where we are working with Aboriginal
partners in ways that we haven't done before. We're seeing that with family preservation. I hope that our Aboriginal
stakeholders will see that we are willing to work in different ways, both in terms of design and delivery of
programs, knowing that they hold the key to knowing what works for their children and their families. As we
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progress through this reform, we are going to be working very closely with Aboriginal stakeholders, communities
and families to try to land this in a way that they are comfortable with and know will work for their families and
children.

The ACTING CHAIR: I haven't had a chance to have a proper look, but I notice in "Design and
delivery", part 4 of the chart, it talks about practice foundations and legislation. The next direct flow is "What
should change and how do we know?" I'm taking that as there are more opportunities for potential reforms in the
implementation phase. It looks like there is scope for genuine reflection of functionality, operation, success and
perhaps where we need to improve.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: There absolutely are. Also, another demonstration of our commitment to
working closely with Aboriginal stakeholders is our partnership agreement that we've entered into with AbSec
and ALS, where we are working through some of the really complex pieces of reform around emergency removals,
around the new risk assessment tool going forward and around prenatal policy. There are some really complex
pieces, including in that partnership agreement, such as mapping the agreed FIC recommendations against our
reforms. We are working closely already and setting the foundations for robust conversations—I won't say "robust
conversations"—close conversations, collaborative with the Aboriginal community sector as we progress our
reforms.

The ACTING CHAIR: Is there a direct correlation with how all of this work will align with Closing
the Gap targets to reduce the number of Aboriginal children in the out-of-home care system?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: That is the goal. That is our goal, to maintain our focus on reducing
Aboriginal children's entries into care, to keep investing in programs like the family preservation program and all
of the other elements. There is an enormous number of policies and practices that we have in place that we hope
will start translating already. A lot of what we've done, I'm hoping, will translate already to better meeting our
obligations under Closing the Gap. We have a long way to go. I just want to acknowledge that. We have a long
way to go and we've got so much more work to do. We know that, to get there, we need to work closely with
Aboriginal communities.

The ACTING CHAIR: An issue has been raised with me by a very impressive clinical psychologist
researcher, following their placement with the New South Wales Children's Court Clinic, which is auspiced by
the Sydney Children's Hospitals Network, and the broader public interest considerations arising from that
experience. Through that experience, a number of issues have been identified relating to the operation of the expert
assessment processes within the care and protection system, including the application of culturally informed
practices in matters involving First Nations families and the importance of maintaining the independence and
integrity in expert reports provided to the Children's Court. Again, I'm raising this matter in a constructive spirit,
recognising the complexities of the system, the critical role that the clinic plays in supporting the Children's Court.
But from where I see it, there is a clear opportunity to ensure that best practice approaches, particularly in relation
to cultural safety and trauma-informed assessment, are consistently applied.

Minister, I wrote to you recently asking if you would be willing to meet with Ashleigh Wright. I am
putting this to you in this forum—after, I believe, a lengthy meeting—that she's really well placed to provide a
very detailed and professional account of her experience, including really constructive insights. Would you be
able to make a place in your very busy schedule to have a meeting and take on board, not just her expertise but
also her lived experience, in this field? As I say, I'm doing this in a very constructive spirit.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I'm absolutely very happy to meet. In fact, I would welcome hearing from
someone with rare insights like that. I look forward to doing that.

The ACTING CHAIR: Thank you very much.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Just following on from that, the role of transforming
Aboriginal outcomes has been abolished in the restructure. When I asked for someone in the department who
fulfils that role to appear, there's nobody. I'm interested to know who is now responsible, now that that role has
been abolished.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: I'm happy to respond to that question. The decision to embed the functions of
transforming actual outcomes, abbreviated as TAO, was a decision I took. TAO, when it was stood up at the end
of 2021, had never had an ongoing budget. Having worked through a number of processes, the securing of those
roles currently in TAO was achieved. Having watched the work that was happening and, as I think we all in this
room would acknowledge, the real frustrations with hitting Closing the Gap targets, and I'm happy to attest before
this Committee in my evidence that I just really came to the view, having spoken with a lot of people, including
those in the sector—and I also acknowledge there was not consensus in the advice of the feedback which
I received—that the TAO work needed to be matured and embedded. That has now happened in four units, which
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still work across both care and protection, Youth Justice, the criminal justice system and other areas of the
department. It was for that reason that it was embedded.

Having said that, we are looking at strengthening Aboriginal governance in terms of the leadership of the
organisation with the executive leadership team of the department having not only an Aboriginal executive at the
table, but a mechanism designed by actual staff on how we can better embed and reflect Aboriginal governance
in our decision-making. Furthermore, I now have the first of a monthly meeting with those four leaders in those
Aboriginal units to make sure that I am continuously briefed. If can just close out by saying that I think the
experience with the Closing the Gap targets, across care and protection, housing and the justice system, has led
me to the view that we just need to try to do some things differently. It is really complex, difficult work, as I know
would be acknowledged by this Committee, but I think the TAO model, as it was, had reached a point where we
needed to try something else.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Ultimately, you're responsible as the key person across
those four areas to be delivered?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: I am. Can I say there are a number of Aboriginal staff who provide leadership
and who will have an identity and visibility in undertaking that work. Can I finally acknowledge that I think the
challenge with the change that we've made with TAO, which I'm very mindful of—and for that reason I will work
assiduously to update my engagement with Aboriginal staff—is that we really need to provide a workplace that
acknowledges the need for a sense of safety and support for our Aboriginal staff, not just at the centre but right
across the State.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I might examine it a bit more later this afternoon.
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: IfImay also—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I'm happy to move on, Minister, because I have limited
time. I also want to touch on Thriving Kids. What modelling has been done around allied health workforce
required to deliver Thriving Kids by profession and by region?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: There has been a number of processes. As [ have already given evidence
today, there is a procurement underway right now, which is still to be finalised, as part of the significant
consultation we've done across the community for, I think, two years whilst we were designing the Thriving Kids
model. We've done the request for information as a first market sounding to determine what services are where
and then went into expressions of interest as part of the first phase of the procurement process, and now request
for tenders.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Why did you decide to exclude the private allied health
workforce?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We made a policy decision to not fall into the same traps that the NDIS
did. We are wanting to partner with the not-for-profit sector, and we have made it clear to for-profit providers
who have been part of the expression of interest process—they've all received a letter saying what opportunities
there may be in the future as the system starts rolling out—there will likely be roles, particularly around sole
provider allied health professionals. We will likely be relying on them as part of the process. But in this current
commissioning process, we made a clear decision not to reinvent the problems that we saw in the NDIS.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, can you guarantee that every child,
particularly those ineligible for NDIS, that are assessed as needing allied health support, like speech or
physiotherapy interventions, will be able to access those, particularly in regional and remote areas where there's
thin markets?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I want to, firstly, go to some of the things I mentioned before which I have
heard coming from the for-profit providers in the sector, which I think have been causing more concern for
families and have been quite unfair, because there has been this impression that children are going to be kicked
off the NDIS and that's just not the case. We've got assurances from the Commonwealth that children who are
currently on the NDIS receiving supports and services will be grandfathered in the scheme whilst this process is
playing out, until 1 January 2028 when access and eligibility changes, and that children who have significant and
permanent disability will continue to have access to the NDIS. They are critical elements of the process and the
reform that we are undertaking at the moment. I'm aware of the private provider campaign that I think has not
been very honest about the actual situation that's playing out.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: So, Minister, can you guarantee, particularly in regional
and remote areas, that children will have access to allied health services, particularly where there might be no
NGO for 100 kilometres?
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: What we are seeing and what we saw with the request for information
and with the expression of interest was the extraordinary amount of coverage that there is across the State. I'm not
here to give a guarantee of a system that we are just starting up because, as I've said, it is going to be a bumpy
ride initially, and we are going to be doing everything we can to ensure that thin markets are covered. We have
got another round of commissioning that's going to occur next year to specifically target thin markets. This is a
reason, also, why we've got Health ready to step in, because we've got coverage across the State. We are trying to
ensure that across the State we have got coverage in both the general supports and targeted supports.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Will you table the modelling of the statewide data that
you've captured, where thin markets are and where the coverage is?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Under the SO 52 that I believe you moved—
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: It hasn't been provided.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I've seen the material that's to be provided. We were hoping it would have
been done yesterday; we didn't quite get there. It's with TCO, I think.

ZOE DENDLE: Yes, it was handed to the Clerk at 9.25 a.m. this morning.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I'm happy to look at this in more detail this afternoon,
because the information—

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: That information is already on the way to you.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: The information is a series of emails, but I'm hoping
that that data is actually in there.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: That's the SO 52 element of it, which was a couple of emails from my
office. The data and information around it is coming.

ZOE DENDLE: That's what was lodged this morning—the responses we received to the request for
information. But I should just clarify, the SO 52 was only specific to the request for information, so additional
modelling and data is not subject to that SO 52. We can provide further data.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: That would be great.

ZOE DENDLE: Some of it is subject to the procurement process, so we won't be able to provide and
table that until the end of the request for tender.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, on 10 August the PSA ordered a ban on its
members participating in the EVOLVE training. What action have you taken to address this?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: It is something that's being managed very closely by Ms Dean. I've got
to say that the EVOLVE program is something that we want to see caseworkers engaging in. It is something that
was asked for by the sector and designed in a way to address issues that were coming to me and the department
from caseworkers about their desire to have career progression opportunities and the training to allow them to do
that. So we're not only paying them better, but we're providing additional training and support along the way.
Particularly, I was hearing from caseworkers who felt that when they were being asked to act up into a higher
position they didn't necessarily have all the confidence that they needed in that role and that they would appreciate
training. Ms Dean and her team have been doing a lot of work to design a program. I will ask Ms Dean to let you
know where it's at in terms of the PSA.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I'm happy to do that this afternoon in more detail,
because I've limited time, but thank you for that update.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Well, the officials are here and you've asked a question and she could
answer it right now.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I've got a lot of questions around this, so I'll do that this
afternoon. In March this year there were 1,027 children in residential care; that's a 26 per cent increase from 2023.
It's fair to say that, obviously, residential care placements have increased under your Government. Furthermore,
we've seen DCJ foster carer numbers decrease from 5,681 in 2023 to 4,552 this year; that's a drop of 1,129.
Minister, what are you doing to ensure that young people are going into safe and stable homes rather than
residential care?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Unlike what we saw under your Government, the department has
switched back on the recruitment of foster carers. It has proved to be very successful.
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But you have less foster carers now than you did three
years ago.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I don't know the data that you are looking at—
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: It's the OCG's data.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: —but I'm happy to report something positive to the Committee: For the
first time in a very long time, what we are seeing is a net positive number of carers have come to DCJ. That means
we're recruiting more than we are losing, and we've recruited a significant number. That has allowed us to ensure
that, instead of going into high-cost emergency arrangements, we've got children that are able to go with an
emergency placement and then to a more permanent placement where they can get the stability that they need.
That is the work that we've been doing to try to ensure that children are getting the stability. You're referencing
residential care. I assume you're talking about Intensive Therapeutic Care, which is the program that we have for
children with complex and high needs.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: No, I'm talking about residential care, which is not all
ITC.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Are you also then trying to include high-cost emergency arrangements in
that?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: No.
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I don't know what figures you're referring to.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I'm referring to the figures that are on your
Government's dashboard that talks about the number of young people in residential care, which has increased
under your Government. The data I referred to in relation to foster carers is also from the OCG's website. That
shows there are 1,000 less foster carers since you became Minister.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Now I understand the source of your foster carer information. Part of the
failing of the Permanency Support Program has been a reduction from NGOs recruiting carers. There's been a
downturn on carer recruitment, restoration, all kinds of elements that were supposedly meant to improve under
that program. They haven't and that program failed.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, these are DCJ foster carers. I wasn't talking
about NGOs; I was talking about DCJ numbers.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: The DCIJ foster carers—
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Have dropped by 1,000.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: [ can certainly ask the Children's Guardian to respond. I know that she
was doing some work to clean up the carer register to ensure that we had an accurate record. I think you are
looking at something—there was a carer register that wasn't actually being kept up to date for a long time, and
I think that that's probably the data that you're looking at. That doesn't actually reflect the work that we've been
doing to recruit carers.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Okay. This afternoon I might look at this new website
and read how the reporting will be done. Minister, are all calls to the Child Protection Helpline logged or recorded
in some way?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Just so I understand your question, you are asking if every call that's made
to the helpline is logged?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Yes.
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: The answer is definitely yes.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: How many calls were made to the helpline in the last
financial year?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: It's around 450,000, as I understand. I can get a precise figure to you if
you like.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: And how many calls went unanswered?
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Idon't believe that is—Ms Dean, do you have any information about that?
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LAUREN DEAN: Just give me a moment. Sorry, Minister, just looking for that. Are you asking
specifically about abandoned calls?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Yes, calls not answered.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I think there's a difference between people being willing to wait online
versus people not getting an answer at all.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Minister, can you clarify—
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: If that's what you were asking—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I'm asking now for clarity around when you say,
"someone willing to wait online". So if someone is making a manager report and has been waiting a significant
amount of time and then they have another case to come forward, that would be an unanswered call because there's
no capacity to answer the call because staff at the helpline would be busy? Is that correct?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: My understanding—I'm going to defer to Ms Dean on this—is that there
is currently a short wait time at times, depending on the time of day and time of the year somebody is making a
report to the helpline. But their call will be answered if they are calling—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: If they wait.
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Correct.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: So I'm just interested in how many of those calls—

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We have only a certain number of caseworkers that can be on the line at
any point in time. At times people are waiting. There's also an ability to make reports online—so through making
an online report.

LAUREN DEAN: That is correct, Minister.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: How many staff do you have at the helpline?
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: On that I will defer to Ms Dean.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Is it 14?

LAUREN DEAN: Is it 14 staff at the helpline? No.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: With 450,000 calls with 14 caseworkers, good luck with that.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: How many full-time staff at the helpline?
LAUREN DEAN: If you give me a moment, Ms Maclaren-Jones, I'll find that for you.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Do you seriously think there's 14 caseworkers that sit waiting for 450,000
calls?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: This is something that was put to me, that's why I'm
asking.
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Well, that is laughable.

LAUREN DEAN: Yes, I can give you confidence it's not 14, Ms Maclaren-Jones. In relation to a couple
of things that you've asked: From 1 July 2025 to 30 June 2026, we received 447,800 reports at the helpline. I note
that's a preliminary figure, given where we are in our data aging process.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Yes, and how many were unanswered calls?

LAUREN DEAN: Yes, so in relation to wait times—and a shout-out to the helpline staff who work
tirelessly to take critical information, including a mixture of administration staff and caseworkers. Essentially the
waiting time varies. For instance, in June of 2026 it was 11 minutes and 3 seconds.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: What's the average, sorry?
LAUREN DEAN: [ just have an average per month. Do you want me to read those out to you?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Do you have the number of calls that went unanswered?
Is that 47 the answered calls?

LAUREN DEAN: Sorry?

PORTFOLIO COMMITTEE NO. 5 - JUSTICE AND COMMUNITIES



Tuesday 25 August 2026 Legislative Council Page 34
UNCORRECTED

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: The 47,000 is answered calls?
LAUREN DEAN: You mean 447,000?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Sorry, 447,000 were answered calls. How many were
unanswered?

LAUREN DEAN: I am just looking for an abandoned call number, if you bear with me.

ANNE CAMPBELL: I can add too, in terms of caseworkers from the dashboard, there are 300 staff at
the helpline, which also includes 200 caseworkers.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: So definitely not 14, just for the record.
The ACTING CHAIR: Look, if you're happy to come back in terms of the abandoned calls.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Minister, the Government provided a 4.75 per cent increase across funded
contracts in 2026-27 in response to the national wage case.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Yes.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: However, providers were also facing additional workforce-related costs outside
of the national wage case. I'm talking about things like workers compensation premiums, costs associated with
new portable long service leave, roster changes to meet new sleepover and break arrangements et cetera. How
will the Government fund those additional costs to ensure they don't reduce frontline capacity?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I appreciate the acknowledgement that we have increased the community
services payments to cover the additional funding for wages. I know that was met with great relief. In terms of
other pressures, I speak often with the sector and particularly had a round table with National Disability Services
in the Hunter not long ago around additional pressures, being workers compensation. The work that we did to
freeze premiums has been welcomed but I appreciate that is also one of the biggest factors and biggest pressures
on organisations and the community services sector. I know that the Treasurer, and I believe the Premier, also met
with disability services providers prior to the real push on the workers compensation reform that was resisted by
some in this room.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Sorry, just on that, because the workers compensation—it's actually far more
complicated than that. I understand the blunt approach the Government took but if you're looking at organisations
whose frontline workers are continuously exposed to really difficult work, they are going to have higher workers
compensation claims because of the way things are structured. There are a few things here. There are a lot of
services that are really struggling. For instance, if you're a service that's decided to take on a particularly, for lack
of a better word, difficult or challenging client who is quite violent, you are going to end up with a higher risk
situation because of that.

Even if you just make one claim, you are then faced with the next three years of higher premiums because
of that. So although there was, as part of the agreement between Labor and the Coalition last year, an agreement
to cap premiums for a certain period, that's only a cap on the increase, not a cap on all of the other variables that
go into making premiums a certain value. That's reliant on the total wages cost but also on these high-risk
environments. What is your Government doing to try and address those costs and ensure, in a more nuanced and
detailed way, that those additional costs dealing with the most difficult people are not going to lead to those
services having less capacity for frontline workers?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: The workers compensation costs are incorporated in the pricing of our
contracts. I know that Minister Cotsis has been doing an enormous amount of work in terms of the—I think the
type and nature of the work, certainly in child protection and in other community services but particularly
disability services as well, it's that the psychological claims are often the area where they experience the most
cost. Minister Cotsis has done a lot of work to ensure that there are different pathways so that people that have
psychosocial injuries, or I should say psychological injuries, at work have different pathways to ensure that they
don't get stuck in the workers compensation system.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: I appreciate that this isn't your portfolio. I'm not talking about psychological
claims. I'm trying to talk very specifically about if you are in a frontline service that is dealing with a particular
high-needs individual who can be physically violent. If you have a physical injury to a worker because of that,
and you make a claim on your workers compensation, you are then stuck with a much higher premium for the
next three or four years. Now, the answer could be to just not take on those more difficult cases. I don't think any
of us want that. What are you doing to make sure that your colleagues understand the complexities of what's going
into that premium that's actually putting the pressure on these services?
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: There are a couple of things here. What we don't want to be doing is
guaranteeing we'll cover any risk-based premiums, regardless of providers' behaviour. That wouldn't provide the
right incentives in the market either.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: No, but if those providers were doing everything they could, but they just have
clients who are really—you can't stop a very large child with a learning difficulty who does what they do and ends
up breaking your finger or biting you.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: In that scenario, it's a conversation we've been having with the
Commonwealth around the right pricing under the NDIS, because this is essentially the area—these providers
who are working in these environments are working with funding packages from people under the NDIS. We
have been raising concerns, as a State, as have other jurisdictions, with the Commonwealth around the true
costings of supporting very complex clients. That's around the SIL—Supported Independent Living—packages.
Now, as a result of the advocacy from jurisdictions, the Commonwealth is undertaking a pilot of an assessment
of the true costings of SIL provided for complex clients, particularly in regional areas because that's where we
have the most concern that there might be providers not willing to step in. When we are looking at what that true
cost is, workers compensation has to be an element of that.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: That's good. Can I talk about that base case, though, to check something you
said before. Even if you're not one of those high-risk, or you've got higher premiums because of claims you've
incurred et cetera, just the pure fact that your wages have gone up 4.75 per cent will mean that your workers
insurance premium will also go up. Has your Government covered that as well as the 4.75 per cent in wages? Are
you also covering whatever the increase will be in workers compensation insurance premiums too?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: What [ would say about that is that the scenario you're talking about, as
I said, are NDIS providers, largely.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Any provider that's under the—

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: If they are NDIS providers—and, naturally, they are the ones that are in
the setting caring for people with complex needs—then it's got to be part of the NDIS pricing because they are
providers under the NDIS scheme.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: I'm talking about the 4.75 per cent increase that you said that the Government
has provided for all funded contracts in 2026-27—

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Yes, and that is for community service—

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: —in response to the national wage case. Have you also covered workers
compensation insurance premiums being increased as a result of that 4.75 per cent?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We've escalated the entirety of the contract, not just wages.
Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: So you have?
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I believe so.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: In relation to the Redeemer Baptist School inquiry that Portfolio Committee
No. 3 has been running, did you get consulted at all about the decision of the Office of the Children's Guardian
not to appear in front of that inquiry? Did they discuss that with you?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: No.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Have you directed the OCG to investigate Redeemer Baptist School and the
issues that have been raised there?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: The OCG is an independent agency. I do not direct them on any front.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Do you have any concerns about the child protection issues that have been raised
in that inquiry?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I understand Mr Backo gave evidence at that inquiry on behalf of the
department. We are looking at the evidence that that's provided to understand whether or not there are any
responses required from the department to the evidence that's been provided.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: The restrictive practices legislation—is that going to come this year?
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: No.
Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: The supported decision-making reforms—will that come this year?
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: As you are aware, this is a very complex area, and people have very
different views across the disability sector as well. We've got work underway with a supported decision-making
pilot through the Trustee and Guardian, which is currently being evaluated as well to understand whether that's
something that ought to be rolled out. I've met with the Trustee and Guardian, the Public Guardian and the Ageing
and Disability Commissioner to talk about supported decision-making and what's possible within the current
legislative framework as well, because I know—and the commissioner can go into this in more detail—that the
work that's done by them already has the supported decision-making at its heart.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: But we won't see those reforms this year?
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We're working our way through this whole area—
Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: So we might do.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: —very carefully because it is an area where we need to get it right. There
are many different views about what the best way forward is.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Back on thriving teens, I appreciate you saying that you hadn't had any prior
notice about that when the announcement was made, or when the comment was made, at Federal Government
level. Has there since been communication and a plan to involve the States and Territories in what thriving teens
might look like? Is that a discussion that will be had in the future that you know about?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: It'd better be. It's going to be a problem if we don't, seeing we're the ones
that deliver these programs—

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: You don't know yet.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: —and do the difficult work of actually standing them up. The Disability
Reform Ministerial Council has a meeting next week with the Commonwealth around the bill that's just recently
passed. I assume, in that, there's going to be a conversation around the next foundational support cohort, although
perhaps I shouldn't make any assumptions. It'll certainly be a question that's asked from myself and other
jurisdictions, I can assure you.

The ACTING CHAIR: Minister, [ want to briefly go to your response to the Ombo's inquiry report into
intensive therapeutic care. Does the department, or do you and your department, support all the
12 recommendations made by the Ombo? I'm assuming it will be a yes.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I'm getting nods from Mr Malcher.
STUART MALCHER: We accepted all recommendations in full or in principle.

The ACTING CHAIR: Are there steps already taken or plans in place to implement those
recommendations—assuming the ones that you supported—in particular 1, 4, 6 and 11? I can probably back come
to it if it's a more detailed thing, if that's helpful. We can come back to that this afternoon. One of the things is the
development of a model of advocacy for children in therapeutic residential out-of-home care. The
recommendation was to have that in place by December 2026. Is that on track? Is that something you're committed
to?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: I will say a couple of things before Mr Malcher provides a more fulsome
answer. [ have met with the kids that are given a voice through the beautiful organisation CREATE. I know that
they have been strong advocates for that as well as the recommendation in the report. One thing that we know and
that we have improved around at least advocacy for kids in intensive therapeutic care is the ability for the Official
Community Visitors who visit these services to be able to report directly to the department. We made legislative
changes to enable that to happen. Previously they were providing me with annual reports about what they were
seeing. You are seeing things and speaking to children and if there were things in there that you want to raise
directly with the department, you should—so that is an improvement on the advocacy for children in those settings.
I think, certainly as part of our reform, it is one of the pillars of our reform that we ensure that children have a
voice.

The ACTING CHAIR: In the March budget estimates hearing you made reference to the development
of the Intensive Therapeutic Care strategy. That's being developed?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Yes. It is being developed but it's going to be informed by an evaluation.
That is going to take some time, and this is why we've been really clear about the sequencing of our out-of-home
care reforms because that evaluation has just been started.

STUART MALCHER: In the middle of next year we'll be delivering that evaluation.
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The ACTING CHAIR: As part of that, in the evaluation, is that is something that's done—will there
be any engagement externally around that? If so, will the CAPO partners and ACCOs be involved in that
evaluation discussion?

STUART MALCHER: Absolutely.

The ACTING CHAIR: Great. Thank you. You mentioned earlier, Minister, that you have five care
cottages that we have paid quite a bit of attention to in estimates, but you said there's more coming. Would you
like to elaborate on that and what we can expect?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Yes. I'm going to pass to Mr Malcher but I'll say that was one of the
elements from the $1.2 billion that was in last year's budget. Part of that was to stand up 44 more homes for
children. I can pass to Mr Malcher to give an update on where things are at on that.

The ACTING CHAIR: Sorry, just before you do—which I'll be very excited to hear—have you
grappled with that policy and that decision in light of the Ombudsman's conclusions that Intensive Therapeutic
Care in its current form is not meeting its objectives to provide safety and stability for some of the State's most
vulnerable children and that fundamental changes to the ITC program were required? Have you reconciled the 44
with those findings?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: It's going to feed into our whole reform but the Waratah Care Cottages,
as [ understand, sit a little bit separately to the Intensive Therapeutic Care because they were designed specifically
to support siblings. That is exactly what they have done. There are sibling groups that are now together that were
otherwise separated in high-cost emergency arrangements and some previously, possibly, ACAs from years past
as well. We have brought them together courtesy of stepping back into the market and ensuring that they had
somewhere safe to go. In terms of the progress on the other homes, I'll pass that to Mr Malcher.

STUART MALCHER: Thank you, Minister. I'm grateful for the time to find recommendations 1, 4,
6 and 11 while the Minister was talking. Specifically on Waratah, there's five cottages up and running and there's
a further two that are in the final stages of planning to come on line, hopefully, in the not too distant future. More
broadly, to some of the questions, yes, there is a time frame to some of these elements. I absolutely acknowledge
and accept the findings of the Ombudsman, which go to some of the challenges within the ITC system. Certainly,
they're well known, particularly where we would also fully concede that the objectives of PSP and the ITC system
are potentially overly aspirational in terms of being able to be delivered. The reason why we need the benefit of
the evaluation is to actually be able to compare: Is ITC better than the model that replaced it? Are there other
forms or approaches? How do we actually improve this model versus where is it currently not meeting the
expectations we would like to see for that program?

In our response to the Ombudsman we noted that, while we accept those recommendations, some of those
time frames would need to fit within that broader reform. With the Out-Of-Home Care Strategy we announced
the intention to extend ITC contracts for two years so that they would run through to June 2029. Then that is to
allow us, firstly, to consider the Ombudsman's findings, to conduct that review and then to engage with the sector
in the redesign of the residential care model to follow. Obviously there's a range of activities happening in the
interim to address some of those recommendations and some of the current challenges in the system.

The ACTING CHAIR: Thank you. We might explore that a little bit more afterwards. Minister, are
there any active frameworks that your department has in place to ensure anti-racist conduct in both surveillance
and welfare checks? How is that happening internally? Obviously, this is specifically in relation to First Nations
children's families, wherever they are in the system.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Sorry, I just want to be clear. Are you talking about the work that we are
doing internally in terms of an anti-racism strategy, which we are also working on?

The ACTING CHAIR: Yes, and how that penetrates through the entire system, particularly when it
comes to doing those checks on children, in families, in care and so forth.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: We have. [ know I've given evidence on this Committee before about the
enormous strength we have in the department, which is a significant number of Aboriginal workers that work
within DCJ that provide a lot of cultural support and guidance for casework practice. That's embedded across our
system. In fact, when I went to Moree, I think every single caseworker out there was Aboriginal. They are an
absolute force to be reckoned with and they are—particularly in communities where we have a lot of Aboriginal
children and families, we have our workforce reflecting those communities, which is something that I am
incredibly grateful for. We are doing a lot of work internally to ensure that those workers and that cohort are
supported in the roles that they've got as well and there's an anti-racism strategy that is in—

MICHAEL TIDBALL: And unit.
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Ms KATE WASHINGTON: And unit in train at the moment. I don't know if the secretary or Ms Dean
wants to—

LAUREN DEAN: We'll all jump in.
Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Everyone wants to jump in on this one.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: Really quickly, I would say of this, recognising all that the Minister has said,
that fundamentally DCJ—we have amazing Aboriginal staff who very often are working on country in
community. That is really hard, so I would say that fundamentally we have a duty which we take very seriously,
which is reflected in the work of the anti-racism strategy and the unit to ensure that our staff are safe and that their
cultural practice is supported and enhanced through the work of that unit and the strategy. That is why, indeed,
we have created that dedicated unit.

The ACTING CHAIR: When you say there is the strategy to guide that, is that something that is
tangible, like a document?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: Yes.
The ACTING CHAIR: I[s that completed?
MICHAEL TIDBALL: Yes, it is, and it is available. It reaches across all of DCJ.

The ACTING CHAIR: Does the work that is happening recognise that there is a unique cultural load
that is carried in this particular—

MICHAEL TIDBALL: Absolutely. To that end, we continuously watch our PMES data. There is an
enormous obligation that the senior leadership has to continuously be vigilant with this. There is no end point,
sadly, where the work is done. It is going to be an ongoing challenge. It impacts different districts and different
parts of the department's work in different ways. We have to have a sophisticated awareness of it, expressed both
through strategy and having a designated unit, to ensure that we are improving and are constantly vigilant.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: It might give a little bit more comfort as well that one of the moves that
we made early on was to retire the risk assessment tool. That was not only called for by stakeholders and advocates
but also by DCIJ staff. I know that when we did that it was met with quite a deal of relief. I know they had been
asking for that for some time. The work that we're doing in partnership with ALS and AbSec on the future
assessment tool is all part of ensuring that we are responding to Aboriginal families in the way that we should.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I wanted to ask about the tragedy that occurred in July
this year on the Central Coast involving the four-year-old. At the time, you stated that your department had not
had contact with the child for 18 months prior. Do you still stand by that?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: On that matter, I want to say how horrific that case is. The loss of that
poor four-year-old child in those circumstances has touched a lot of people. My condolences to his family. I want
to show them every bit of respect possible in the process that we have now stood up with the former president of
the Children's Court, Peter Johnstone, now undertaking an independent review of exactly what, if anything, the
department knew when. That work is underway, and it's really important that it remains independent.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: In the time I have left, early intervention and CAFS
providers across the State are working above capacity and are obviously in high demand. Why were there no funds
in this budget for early intervention and prevention?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: [ disagree entirely with the proposition that there were no funds in this
budget for early intervention and prevention.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Maybe I'll clarify. What additional funding was given
for early intervention and prevention?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Since we came into government, the CAFS program has now increased
in funding by 27 per cent. We have recommissioned that program across the State. Early intervention isn't just
about CAFS. We have got a lot of direct service delivery going across the State, including $100 million into the
expansion and enhancement of Aboriginal child and family centres. We're about to inject $1.1 billion across the
State over the next five years into early intervention support under the Thriving Kids program. That was also in
the budget. There is an enormous amount of investment going into early intervention across the State.

The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: Does the Minister have anything else she wishes to add or clarify in terms
of the evidence given?

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: No, but thank you for asking.
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The Hon. EMILY SUVAAL: It is tempting to ask you to repeat the achievements, but [ won't.

The ACTING CHAIR: Thank you very much, Minister, for attending this hearing. We are finished
with your questioning. The Committee will now break for lunch. We will return at 2.00 p.m. for further questions
with the rest of the witnesses.

Ms KATE WASHINGTON: Perhaps I might thank the officials who are here today. They are the
leaders that are responsible for the enormous amount of work that is being done under the leadership of Secretary
Michael Tidball. It is an extraordinary amount of work across the entire spectrum of the child safety system. We
are undertaking to reform it in ways to give children the stability, safety and love they deserve in their lives. I want
to express for the record my gratitude to them for the work that they have done and continue to do. I also ask that
the Committee consider that if they have any questions for the guardian or the commissioner, those questions be
put first. They have many things that they would like to do, I am sure. They are very busy people with very
important jobs. If there is any chance that they could leave earlier, that would be great.

The ACTING CHAIR: Iam sure we can arrange that. We will be back at 2.00 p.m.
(The Minister withdrew.)

(Luncheon adjournment)

The ACTING CHAIR: Welcome back, everybody. We'll recommence this afternoon's session, and it's
over to Ms Maclaren-Jones.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I might commence with questions following on from
the payments that were made previously. I'll start with Ms Dean. You wrote to Minister Harrison in your capacity
at the time as the acting deputy secretary—that was on 12 September 2023—advising that on 21 March 2021 the
young person left the placement with the carer and that this carer had also been notified that the payment would
be ceased. Was that in relation to the $40,000 that was being claimed or the $15,000?

LAUREN DEAN: Ms Maclaren-Jones, can I see a copy of that letter?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Yes. This is all from the documents that were provided.
I'm happy to give you the whole document. That allows you to refer to it as needed. Please let me know if you
need more copies. You'll see paragraph 3.

LAUREN DEAN: Yes, I can see the paragraph.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: It says that on 23 March "blank" left her placement with
"blank" and CatholicCare notified "blank" that she was no longer a carer. I just wanted to clarify, when it's referred
to that the payment would cease, is that the $15,000 which was the ex-gratia, or was that part of the $40,000?

LAUREN DEAN: It says about the carer allowance.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: So it's the $15,000 ex-gratia.

LAUREN DEAN: No, the carer allowance is separate to the ex-gratia. At that point in time I had acted
in this role for about 10 business days. At that point in time I was advised what's obviously in that letter—that the
young person wasn't in the placement, and the reference is about the carer allowance.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Rounding it up, that's the $40,000.
LAUREN DEAN: Yes.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Following that, Minister Harrison then wrote to Minister
Washington the following day. Were you aware of that?

LAUREN DEAN: Not to my recollection, Ms Maclaren-Jones.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But subsequently you would have been aware of it
because it's made reference to in the ministerial briefing note.

LAUREN DEAN: I'm not sure. I'd need to look at that ministerial briefing to see if, in fact, [ was an
endorser or not, noting that my recollection of that window of time when I was acting is that I was in the chair for
approximately 10 business days. If you tell me which page the briefing note references, I can see if I'm an endorser
on that briefing note or not.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: The actual front few pages is the ministerial that went
to the Minister. It references the correspondence between the Minister and the department.
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LAUREN DEAN: Yes, you can see on page 7 of that correspondence that I'm not an endorser and
therefore would not have had any visibility over that.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Mr Tidball, why was Minister Harrison's
correspondence from before 12 September, the one that Ms Dean responded to, and then the more recent one,
which was the following day, 13 September, not provided in the SO 52 documents?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: I would take it that it was deemed to be out of scope. The precise reason for
that, I do not know.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But an SO 52, when it requests all information relating
to an ex-gratia payment, would capture the correspondence regarding that.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: Yes, there is also a process whereby what is provided is externally,
independently verified. I would need to take that on notice. I, quite frankly, do not know without notice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I just want to go through a bit more of the timeline. The
$40,000 payment was made to the former carer for the payment from 2021 through. Is that correct? I'm just trying
to work out the time frame. So $40,000 was paid. What time frame was that covering?

LAUREN DEAN: I'm not sure.
MICHAEL TIDBALL: We would need to take that on notice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: If you actually go through the correspondence from
Catholic services, they state that the young person left that care back in April 2021.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: Can I just be clear that $40,000 was paid to the provider, not to the carer.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But it was for a payment to cover—
MICHAEL TIDBALL: Correct. Nevertheless, it was paid to the provider, not the carer.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But that was to cover a payment that was accidentally
paid to the carer who was no longer a carer?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: Correct, yes.
LAUREN DEAN: Not a payment—a series of care allowance payments.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: So over that period from April 21 to '23, when
CatholicCare advised that the carer was no longer the carer of that young person, they were then seeking that
money back. Is that correct?

LAUREN DEAN: As I understand it.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Therefore, when we talk about the $40,000, it's to cover
that amount. Is that correct?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: That is my understanding, yes.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Then there's an additional $15,000. What was that to
cover?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: I'm happy to be corrected by the team, but my understanding is that was
prospective for ongoing care.

LAUREN DEAN: That's the ex gratia payment.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: That's correct. That is absolutely ex gratia. So circa $39,000 was in
imbursement to the provider and the ex-gratia, $15,000, which was for the period going forward.

LAUREN DEAN: As per the Minister's evidence this morning, she articulated about the prospective
payment, which is in her delegation under section 5.7 of the Government Sector Finance Act 2018.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: That's saying that the $15,000 was for carer allowance
moving forward, from the date that it was paid?

LAUREN DEAN: I don't think the Minister characterised that as an allowance payment this morning.
I think the evidence from the Minister—Hansard might need to double-check that, but in relation to the ex gratia
payment, the Minister explained that's because, from her view, the carer was still providing some care to the young
person.
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: That's what I'm trying to clarify. What was the time
frame? The $40,000 payment was to cover it up to the date that I just said, which was 2023. What does the $15,000
cover?

LAUREN DEAN: As per the evidence this morning, Ms Maclaren-Jones, that payment falls within the
ex gratia payment that the Minister approved as per the delegation she's entitled to have under section 5.7 of the
Act. I think, from my memory this morning, the Minister described that that was in relation to the prospective
care that the carer was still providing.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: From what date?
LAUREN DEAN: I'm not sure.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I'm sorry, but I don't understand. You're the department.
You provide briefing notes to the Minister. The Minister authorised you to pay $15,000, but you're not sure for
what date or what type of care. You can understand why there's a lot of confusion out there as to why a Minister
signed off and recommended $15,000 to be paid, when no-one can answer specifically what that payment was for.

LAUREN DEAN: I'm unsure why there's confusion. The Minister provided evidence on that this
morning. I'm unable to give any other evidence.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: In your opinion, as the acting deputy at the time, what
is your understanding that $15,000 was for?

The Hon. GREG DONNELLY: Point of order—
LAUREN DEAN: I wasn't the acting deputy at the time. I was the acting deputy for 10 days in 2023.

The Hon. GREG DONNELLY: I'm sorry to interrupt. The manner of seeking an opinion—you did say
"in your opinion". I would draw that to your attention.

The ACTING CHAIR: Yes, it's more "in your experience" or "expertise".

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I'm happy to rephrase. So $15,000 was paid. Was it a
carer's allowance? Was it a staying-on allowance for the young person if they're turned 18?

I'm asking Mr Tidball or Ms Dean what the payment was for.
LAUREN DEAN: It's an ex gratia payment, Mrs Maclaren-Jones.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I understand it's an ex gratia payment. But clearly you
have to have a reason for that. The Minister referred to evidence, which we haven't seen. It certainly wasn't
provided in the SO 52 documents. So I'm keen to know what that $15,000 was actually for.

LAUREN DEAN: I'm unable to provide any more information than what the Minister provided this
morning in relation to why the Minister approved the ex gratia payment.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Mr Tidball?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: That would similarly be my evidence. I refer to the Minister's answers this
morning and note that an ex gratia payment is a discretionary payment. That is the purpose of ex gratia payments.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Mr Tidball, you might be able to explain this to me. In
the information, you can refer to correspondence from 16 May 2024 from the Catholic diocese. They actually
state that the Minister was seeking information from DCJ in regard to and also following up in relation to the debt
and what was happening. That was occurring between January '24 and April 25. Now was that done through the
department, through you, or was it directly with the Minister's office following up about confirmation that the
debt would not be pursued?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: I do not strictly know. I was not directly involved. Given the span of control
of the secretary and DCJ, I would expect that there would be discussions regularly, right across the enterprise,
between the Minister's office and staff. That is a due process. It is the way things work. At the time I would not,
on the detail, have expected to have had line of sight. That's just not the way it works, as I say, for reasons of
scale.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But this amount is in relation to the $40,000?
MICHAEL TIDBALL: Correct, which did not come via me.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Who signed off, because that's a large amount of
money?
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MICHAEL TIDBALL: As I recall it, it was signed off by the former deputy secretary.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: What is your understanding of why that payment was
made?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: AsIhave indicated, it was a payment, as I understand it, to the agency because
it had become apparent that there was a young person who had been in care, and payment for that reason, after
inquiries were made, was warranted.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Does the department have any evidence of that?
Everything that has been presented is from your own department and the district. The carer actually also stipulated
they acknowledge that the young person was not in their care during that period. Yet all the evidence points to the
Minister or her office speaking directly to the district and saying that the payment needed to be made.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: As secretary, on this, in terms of documentation of which I have knowledge or
memory of, there is no further evidence I can adduce.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Have you made any inquiries into this? As I said,
$40,000 is a lot of money. It wasn't treated as an ex gratia payment. Yet all the correspondence information in that
SO 52—

MICHAEL TIDBALL: I am satisfied that inquiries were made at the local level to ascertain the facts.
It was apparent that the young person had been in care and it was in order that the allowance be paid. To that end,
payment was made of $39,000 to CatholicCare.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Will you take on notice what that evidence was?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: Yes, I will. I think there's not a lot more I can add to my evidence, but I'm
happy to take it on notice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: In relation to a non-disclosure agreement, who initiated
that? This is in relation to the $40,000.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: Again, [ am not aware. I do not have direct knowledge of the department
seeking an NDA.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: You would have seen the ministerial that went to the
Minister in relation to the ex gratia payment, which also then refers to—

MICHAEL TIDBALL: Can I say, the expectation that there would be an NDA attached to an ex gratia
payment, given the very nature of an act of grace payment, I would find that unusual. T accept that there is a
reference to an NDA in the paperwork. Generally, in terms of an ex gratia payment, my expectation is that there
would not be an NDA requirement or expectation.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Can you confirm that the department didn't request one?
MICHAEL TIDBALL: I'm happy to take that on notice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Can you also take on notice—and I have previously
asked—if it's usual practice for the department to request NDAs when it comes to ex gratia payments?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: I'm happy to do that.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I might move on and come back to that. In the remaining
time I've got, I want to go back to the EVOLVE training. How much was the training package?

LAUREN DEAN: There are a couple of things about EVOLVE. That is a leadership and mentoring
program that was designed by the department in response to feedback from staff that they provided to the Minister
post her early entry into the role. There were 44 sessions with staff to gain their feedback around what they might
like to—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Sorry to interrupt, but I was just asking about the cost.

LAUREN DEAN: There is not a fulsome cost because we've designed it, built it and delivered it
internally. I can take on notice what the expenditure was incurred in the last financial year and what we anticipate
this financial year.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: That'd be great. So the package wasn't purchased from
an overseas model or anything? It was all designed in house?
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LAUREN DEAN: Yes. I shout-out our learning and development colleagues. They have done a terrific
job after 44 consultations with staff on the back of what staff said to the Minister around the kind of leadership
and mentoring program that they would like to be a part of and like to see the department deliver. It has been
delivered largely from internal resources within the department. We have leant on a few experts to assist us with
the delivery—keynote speeches et cetera—to be able to help ground the learning in research as well as practical
examples.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: What is the reason why the PSA has put a ban on staff
undertaking the training?

LAUREN DEAN: I would not want to speak on behalf of the PSA. However, their communication
suggests that they have done a survey of their members and that member survey suggested that they were not
finding it most useful, which is interesting. Certainly, we have done our own feedback in relation to the program
as we've been going. It has been an iterative process, where we have been trying to adapt the EVOLVE program
to deliver and meet the needs of our staff, noting that it is about capability-building. It's about making sure that
we help our staff be ready for the next level and for what comes next. Of course, our staff asked for a significant
change management focus, given the amount of change that is on foot. That has been delivered by the EVOLVE
program. In relation to our own feedback, we received 880 pieces of feedback in relation to that, and we had
68 per cent of our respondents rating the EVOLVE program as moderately to extremely valuable.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Do you intend to do any face-to-face training with staff?

LAUREN DEAN: We do deliver face-to-face training with staff in relation to EVOLVE. Some of it is
online, but a very large component—in fact, I would suggest, a critical component to the program—is helping
facilitate local conversations among teams and trying to increase the skill set of our local teams to have really
difficult conversations, given the complex nature of child protection.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Ms Ward, is Redeemer Baptist School a relevant entity for the Reportable
Conduct Scheme?

RACHAEL WARD: Yes.
Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Is Redeemer Baptist Church—
RACHAEL WARD: Sorry: Did you say school?

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: I did say "school" to begin with. Is Redeemer Baptist Church, as that separate
entity, also a relevant entity?

RACHAEL WARD: Yes, and I'll give you the date. Redeemer Baptist Church has been in the reportable
conduct jurisdiction since March 2020. Redeemer Baptist School has been in the jurisdiction of the Reportable
Conduct Scheme since May 1999. But could I also preface that: It's only been under the auspice of the Children's
Guardian, the Reportable Conduct Scheme, since 1 March 2020. Prior to that, it was at the Ombudsman's Office.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Thank you. That's useful. How many reportable allegations has OCG received
from the school?

RACHAEL WARD: TI'll have to take that on notice. Could I address some of the questions that you
asked the Minister this morning about me declining to attend.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Sure.

RACHAEL WARD: Regrettably, what should have been with another sentence in that letter as to the
reason why I couldn't attend, or to give further evidence—we provided a detailed submission for the inquiry, but
there are provisions within the Children's Guardian Act, being section 159, that prevent me from disclosing any
current investigations or current notifications that the office may have. I can provide detail on questions on notice,
if I can provide them in confidence, or I can provide a confidential briefing as a part of the inquiry.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: That's very useful. Obviously, I don't want to know details. Does that section of
the legislation prohibit you from even telling me how many?

RACHAEL WARD: Yes.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: We might need to—
RACHAEL WARD: But I'm happy to take it on notice.
Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: And provide it confidentially?
RACHAEL WARD: Yes.
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Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: I am just trying to think if there was a better way so that it could come through
the right Committee, but I'm sure we will work that out. When the head of an entity is an elder of the same
community as the person subject to the allegation, and in some cases resides with the children concerned, how
does the OCG satisfy itself that the investigation is independent?

RACHAEL WARD: That is one of the very points of the Reportable Conduct Scheme, particularly
within our office: that we do maintain the points of integrity. We can do that by one of two ways: We can do the
investigation ourselves and exempt the actual organisation from doing it because of the potential conflict of
interest, or we advise or encourage that they have an external provider do that investigation, given the conflict.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Again, I appreciate if you need to take this on notice. Has OCG ever formed a
view that Redeemer's systems for preventing and responding to reportable conduct were inadequate?

RACHAEL WARD: I'll have to take that on notice.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: In relation to Working with Children Checks, as you know, the assertion from
Redeemer is that all of the teachers and staff at the school are volunteers. Do all of those volunteers performing
teaching duties at Redeemer hold current Working with Children Checks?

RACHAEL WARD: I would have to take the specifics on notice, but being a volunteer or a paid
employee within a school does not prevent or prohibit you from having a Working with Children Check.
Everybody who works with children—

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: They would all need one.
RACHAEL WARD: —all would need a Working with Children Check.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: If you had somebody who wasn't working with children, technically, but was
living on campus with children—we've heard of children and others living above classrooms and things—would
those people on school grounds also need to have a Working with Children Check?

RACHAEL WARD: [ think under the National Law, under NESA, they would be captured to having
to have a policy position that they have a Working with Children Check.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Would OCG have been notified if a sustained reportable conduct finding were
made against a Redeemer volunteer?

RACHAEL WARD: Yes.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Would a sustained finding trigger a Working with Children Check risk
assessment automatically?

RACHAEL WARD: Yes, it would.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Does OCG accredit providers of statutory out-of-home care?
RACHAEL WARD: Yes.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Is it an offence to provide out-of-home care without accreditation?
RACHAEL WARD: Yes.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Has OCG ever assessed whether the Redeemer residential arrangements
constitute out-of-home care requiring accreditation?

RACHAEL WARD: Il have to take that on notice, given that it could also be captured within
substituted residential care. It is quite a complex area, so I will take that on notice.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Is OCG aware that the Department of Y outh and Community Services prohibited
Redeemer Baptist community from providing substitute care in 1981?

RACHAEL WARD: 1 will have to take that on notice.
Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Does OCG hold or have access to that record?
RACHAEL WARD: 1 will have to take that on notice.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: I will leave you be on that topic for now. I'll turn to Mr Smith. T understand that
the budget has an additional $4 million for the Ageing and Disability Commission. How many years is that
additional funding for and what does it bring your total baseline funding to?
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JEFF SMITH: It's for an additional four years. It's $1 million a year for four years. That's as far as,
I understand, Treasury goes out anyway. In terms of the budget at the moment, it brings it to—do you want it for
this year or do you want the ongoing budget?

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Your budget bid was $7.2 million over four years additional I think. Was it?
JEFF SMITH: Yes. A $7.2 million enhancement is what we we're seeking.
Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: What was your funding before this on a per year basis, or does it ratchet up?

JEFF SMITH: Our core now is $6,000,889. The expectation is that there will be escalation or indexation
built into that over the four years.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: So that $3.2 million shortage over four years compared to your budget bid,
I understand that that budget bid was based on the bare minimum that you need to meet your statutory obligations
and keep up with demand. What will the material impact then be on your work of that shortfall amount?

JEFF SMITH: What we did was we put in a bid—there's a stream called "urgent and unavoidable",
which was accepted at various points in the cycle, which is good. It's a recognition of that. That budget bid of
$7.2 million was to do four things: firstly, to maintain frontline services for the ADC itself; secondly, to ensure
the efficacy and legitimacy of the Official Community Visitors scheme over time; thirdly, to, on a pro-rata basis,
do more rural, regional and remote work—of the corpus of work that we do at the moment, you would expect if
you get more money, then we would be able to do that additional work in that space without setting up regional
offices; and finally, at a very gentle level, because we were constrained by the $7.2 million, to recognise that all
the indications have been that demand will continue to rise over that four-year period. The idea was to try to build
in a model which took account of those increases in demand.

In simplistic terms—I'm just making up the numbers—you might have four people in year one, five by
year two, six by year three, so that, at the end of four years, if the assumption is that demand is going to keep
going, then you've tracked that in some way, shape or form. You might not be there, but you've tracked it.
To directly answer your question, the $4 million, which is about 56 per cent of the $7.2 million, will allow us to
maintain those frontline services and to do more rural and regional work, so more work across the statutory
functions that we do have, but it won't allow us to do the expected level that we were wanting to do by definition—
we're only getting 55 per cent or 56 per cent of that money—of what the pitch was. The pitch was to do those four
things. We're trying to work out what we can deliver with that. Obviously, it's welcome money. It's new money.
It's the first new money that we've had in the history of the Ageing and Disability Commission. The previous
enhancement was previously topped up by DCJ. So it's enormously beneficial to have that, but it was not what we
were after.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: In the six years since the ADC started—
MICHAEL TIDBALL: I can assist the Committee. I think it's more than what Mr Smith has indicated.
JEFF SMITH: More than $4 million?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: It's 8.4, not 7.2. Can I just assist? It may be that we have not—I'm not projecting
this onto my esteemed colleague, my independent colleague, the ADC. In the 2026-27 budget, correct, it's been
provided with an additional $4 million over four years, as Mr Smith said, for the commission. But the additional
$1 million per year lifts the baseline, on my reckoning, to $8.4 million per year, not $7.2 million.

JEFF SMITH: Yes. Sorry. That is absolutely correct. That is my fault, because our ADC core budget
is $6.889 and the OCV budget is $1.512—so, apologies to the Committee.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: But we're still looking at a shortfall over what you requested in the bid?
JEFF SMITH: Yes, the 7.2. We got $4 million over four years.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: When we look at the past six years, on my stats, there has been a 68 per cent
increase in calls to the helpline, a 2}4-fold increase of 155 per cent in statutory reports and an 84 per cent increase
in the number of visitable services. If that demand keeps going up then we're going to be here again this time next
year, presumably, trying to work out whether you've got enough for the increased demand at that time.

JEFF SMITH: Yes. The demand question is slightly more complicated this year because our matters
have gone down. I'm not entirely sure why, but we're looking into that. Our calls have gone down. Our reports
have gone down and our inquiries have gone up, which we've done intentionally. We've played around with that
to try to deal with things at an earlier point in time. But it's still high demand and there are still matters of some
complexity. Also, I think it's absolutely fair to say that, subsequent to the budget bid, we have had the NDIS
reforms go through and the implications of that are still being worked through. But it's likely to be relatively
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profound, I think, for the ADC, insofar as the proposals to reduce levels of social and economic participation
somewhere between 20 and 50 and, potentially, under the legislative mechanism, reduce them by 99 per cent.

We do know that reduced levels of social and economic participation will mean higher levels of social
isolation, for example, and we do know that social isolation is a driver of abuse, neglect and exploitation. Again,
we're in a space where things are changing all the time and so, yes, we may need to continue to put in for further
budget bids.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: All right, watch this space. Can I come to you, Mr Tidball, to ask some questions
about Easy Read? I'm not sure who's got responsibility for that. My understanding is that DCJ was developing a
style guide, an Easy Read hub, which has been really good and well received. But there have been some concerns
raised, including about the Easy Read information being difficult to find. What is DCJ doing to address that gap?
Do you have any updates for me on Easy Read?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: I can confirm that we're always open to hearing what can be done to improve.
Significant work to ensure all government documents relevant to people with intellectual disability are available
in Easy Read has been undertaken, in pursuit of that agreement. I may turn to my colleague Ms Campbell to
respond on that specific question.

ANNE CAMPBELL: In April 2025 we established an interagency group across government to really
drive the implementation of this particular initiative. Activities that have come out of that particular working party
are a review of the Easy Read status across New South Wales government to understand how it is being
implemented; developing a policy paper to outline progress on the commitment and a policy framework to drive
better consistency across government; how Easy Read can benefit diverse groups of people, including people from
non-English speaking backgrounds; and, dare I say it, how AI can support the creation of Easy Read content
quickly and easily.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: A chill went through the room.

ANNE CAMPBELL: I know. It's in my notes; I thought I should read it out. But, certainly, it continues
that focus to really embed it across government. I don't know, Zoe, if there's anything else to add?

ZOE DENDLE: We've also established a community of practice from June this year. Last year we had
the interagency working group, and that's now transitioned into a community of practice to make sure that the
work is still embedded across agencies. During the course of the Easy Read project, we worked really closely with
the Council for Intellectual Disability. You're correct in saying that, whilst we've got a number of Easy Read
guides, the next step is looking at how we further make sure that it's easy and accessible to find. That's work that
will continue.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: I'll ask some more supplementary questions about Easy Read, but thank you for
that progress. The 2024-25 budget provided $7.1 million for the Disability Reform Taskforce in order to respond
to recommendations from the royal commission. Is the taskforce still operational? How much got spent out of that
$7.1 million?

ANNE CAMPBELL: The full $7.1 million got spent. It was for two years, which finished in June this
year. It's finished and there is no further funding.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Was it doing the Thriving Kids consultation and design?
ANNE CAMPBELL: Yes, it was.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Can I just check the numbers? I was asking about the SCHADS Award and the
4.75 per cent increase in wages. Are you able to confirm that the amount that was covered or increased in people's
amounts to cover that did cover things like workers comp?

ANNE CAMPBELL: Yes, it wasn't just specifically for staff; it was across all the funding that we
provide, so 4.75 per cent. If I'm an organisation and I get $500,000 per annum, which obviously is made up of
direct costs like staffing costs—there are also other costs—that's 4.75 per cent on top of that. It doesn't apply to
every provider that DCJ funds. There's obviously a difference, which we'll probably come to on Thursday, with
Commonwealth and State-funded programs because, as you know, the Commonwealth doesn't have the
4.7 per cent indexation rate; it's quite a bit lower. We can come back to that on Thursday.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: How much funding has been invested in the policy design of Thriving Kids to
date?

ANNE CAMPBELL: I think I'd need to take that on notice. It is quite a lot. A lot of it has been within
existing resources and prioritising. Obviously, some of the resourcing that was in place until June assisted in that

PORTFOLIO COMMITTEE NO. 5 - JUSTICE AND COMMUNITIES



Tuesday 25 August 2026 Legislative Council Page 47
UNCORRECTED

process. It wasn't just DCJ; it was also TCO and other government agencies, particularly Health and Education,
who prioritised resources to work with us on standing up Thriving Kids from October this year.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: How many ACCOs and ACCHOs—Aboriginal community controlled health
organisations—participated in the tranche 1 procurement for Thriving Kids?

ANNE CAMPBELL: That's the EOI?
Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: Yes.
ANNE CAMPBELL: I'd need to take that on notice because we're part of a procurement process.

Ms ABIGAIL BOYD: [I'll ask the rest of those as supplementary questions because they're quite
detailed.

ANNE CAMPBELL: Other than to say there have been a number of ACCHOs and ACCOs that have
put in an expression of interest. That was good.

ZOE DENDLE: TI' just add we won't be able to disclose the actual numbers until the end of the
procurement process because the request for tender is still underway. But as Ms Campbell has said, there was a
really pleasing response from ACCOs and ACCHOs.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Ms Ward, [ might ask a couple of questions of you. First
of all, to check if all DCJ districts are accredited and meeting the OCG's accreditation requirements.

RACHAEL WARD: Yes, I have that here. Currently DCJ has 22 accredited programs. There are two
districts that have conditions on their accreditation. The first is Far West District and the second is New England.
Both have action plans.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Are they all meeting their current requirements and
deliverables?

RACHAEL WARD: They are. We'll be assessing New England later in 2026 to see how they're going
on their conditions and their action plan.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: What were the conditions that were put on the districts?

RACHAEL WARD: On New England, it was found that there were areas of practice that required
improvement. The actual conditions were "the district must provide a progress update to the Office of the
Children's Guardian on its New England action plan by 20 March 2026, and at quarterly thereafter," which were
critical elements to the code of practice that weren't being met.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: What were those?
RACHAEL WARD: I'll have to take the specific detail on notice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I've got a couple of questions around reportable conduct.
I want to understand it a little bit more. In an event where an authorised carer is subject to reportable conduct
allegation and the NGO and DCIJ have differing views in relation to it, what is the pathway of appeal for an
authorised carer?

RACHAEL WARD: Let me understand the question. Your question is whether or not, if there's a
reportable conduct incident—so an event has happened and there's differing views between—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: The outcome of it. Let's just say there's an allegation
against a carer, it's investigated, and DCJ and the NGO have differing views. What's the pathway for a carer?

RACHAEL WARD: There is one of two elements of OCG which can handle complaints, and this is
one of them. If there is a complaint in relation to the way the reportable conduct investigation has been carried
out or findings thereof, that can be reported to my office.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: In the last 12 months, how many of those types of cases
have you dealt with?

RACHAEL WARD: I'll have to take the specific number on notice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: This is probably more for Mr Tidball or Ms Dean, in
relation to what pathways there are for carers. In relation to an independent investigation, where an allegation is
made against them, what pathway do they have to have that investigated?

LAUREN DEAN: Do you mean in relation to the carer?
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Yes.

LAUREN DEAN: I can only comment in relation to DCJ carers as far as reportable conduct. Pathways
available depends. In relation to the investigation, obviously they get included in the investigation—allegations
put to them, opportunity to respond. There are components that are reviewable as we go in relation to outcomes
of those decisions, or subsequent actions or decisions to change placement, for instance. Then, of course, carers
can apply to NCAT for consideration of what's termed a stay in relation to try and keep the children placed with
them while NCAT then considers the investigation or outcomes thereof.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: What's the time frame for those types of investigations?
LAUREN DEAN: Whilst we try to do those investigations as quickly as possible, they're varying times.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Do you have an average length of time it would take?
Or do you keep any records, by district, on how long those types of investigations would take?

LAUREN DEAN: We keep plenty of records, Ms Maclaren-Jones, in relation to the investigation. I'm
not sure about average time. I'd have to take that on notice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Can you also take on notice the number of reports that
have been made over the last financial year?

LAUREN DEAN: What kind of reports?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: In relation to allegations against a carer that needed to
be investigated by the department.

LAUREN DEAN: Just to be clear, because when you talk about reports, we get plenty of them and
different kinds.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: On the topic I'm covering.
LAUREN DEAN: Just to be clear, yes, we'll take on notice the number of reportable conduct allegations.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: First of all, the number of reports where a young person
has made an allegation against a carer that's been investigated by the department over the last 12 months, and how
long that time for that investigation has taken.

LAUREN DEAN: I'll take on notice both of those components, noting that I'm not sure we can provide
an answer to the second. But, of course, if we can, we will.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Ifit's easier, I'm happy for you to go back two years to
get an indication of how long it takes to do some of those internal reviews.

LAUREN DEAN: The expansion is noted, thank you.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: And if you can do it by district as well.
LAUREN DEAN: Sure.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Ifa carer would like to challenge the findings by DCIJ,
is NCAT the only option?

LAUREN DEAN: Yes, in relation to reportable conduct. I'm just going to check with Mr Malcher to
make sure [ haven't got that wrong. He's agreeing, yes.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Mr Smith, in relation to the commission's role around
residential care, how many investigations have you undertaken in the last 12 months into those properties?

JEFF SMITH: I'd have to take that on notice. I'm happy to do so, yes.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Ifyou could also identify how many were NGO run and
how many were DCJ operated as well.

JEFF SMITH: Okay.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I understand that a DCJ caseworker was physically
assaulted at some stage this year while attempting to serve a section 232 notice on a high-risk resident, despite
having raised safety concerns beforehand and requesting police attendance. Can you outline the risk assessment
process and when police might be requested to attend that type of visit?
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LAUREN DEAN: I'm happy to talk broadly, noting that I'm not aware of the specific case that you're
referring to.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I've deliberately not gone into it.

LAUREN DEAN: And, of course, Ms Maclaren-Jones, the offer is always available to you: If there's
anything specific that comes across your attention, if you'd like us to look into that further, we're more than happy
to do so. In relation to assessment for staff safety, that's where it would be appropriate to call out we do have staff
being a caseworker, generally. The call out to our staff—it's a challenging role. It's very complicated. There are
times, unfortunately, where our staff do get hurt in the line of doing their work. There's a number of processes
that should be deployed to try to mitigate that occurring, noting that it can't always be entirely avoided. Sometimes
behaviours and things happen in the field that might not have been able to be predicted, essentially.

Essentially, we've got a briefings process that happens before our caseworkers go out in the field. That's
called a pre-assessment consultation. In addition to that, there's a client risk tool that caseworkers should be
completing with their managers to make sure that any known behaviours—aggression et cetera, threatening
behaviour—are identified to make sure that our staff are safe. In relation to engagement with local police, of
course, if there's any information we have to suggest that staff safety might be at risk or compromised, we can
liaise with the New South Wales police via the local PACs. Then, in addition to that, sometimes we don't have
information about our clients at all. They might be a new client to us, in which case we can also reach out to
New South Wales police and ask them for assistance about trying to understand whether that client might pose
any risk to our staff.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: When a staff member requests that a risk assessment is
done, is that always followed through?

LAUREN DEAN: It should always be followed through, yes.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Is that recorded?

LAUREN DEAN: Yes. The client risk tool would be the primary tool that we use. That's recorded in
relation to when it's completed. In addition to that, we also have other types of risk assessments in our general
work health and safety obligations, including the psychosocial risk assessment.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Can you advise how many risk assessments were
completed last financial year and the previous financial year?

LAUREN DEAN: TI'll have to take that on notice if that's okay.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: That's fine. Do you also then record where a risk
assessment is requested by a staff member but is refused?

LAUREN DEAN: On the premise that I'm not aware of any instances where our staff have requested
and then been refused, I'm happy to take it on notice to see if there is any of those instances and share that number
with you if there is. But, obviously, I would want to reiterate that our staff safety is the absolute priority to us.
I would be very disappointed and concerned, as I'm sure no doubt you would be, should there be an instance where
a caseworker has requested any kind of risk assessment and we haven't completed that.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Ifa staff member wishes to have an independent review
of a matter, is there an external body they can go through, or do they have to deal with DCJ management and
structure?

LAUREN DEAN: What types of matters are you referring to?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Let's just say, in relation to this, where a staff member
requested a risk assessment and it may not have been provided. Where would that staff member go? Is there an
independent review that could be done that is outside of DCJ?

LAUREN DEAN: There is a range of complaint mechanisms or grievance mechanisms that our staff
can deploy. One of the positives about being such a large department is, for instance, if there was that example in
the child protection division—I would note that I'm not aware that there is one. If you've got information to suggest
that there is then I'm eager to understand it, and we can look into that further. There are times where, for instance,
a staff member might request a review of something, a decision or activity, that might have been made within
their division. There are times where, due to relationships, for instance, or their work, I might say, "Can I have it
reviewed outside of the district that they're in?" In which case, we've got multiple options for reallocation within
the division.
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There are also times when, depending on what the concern might be or the matter, we might lean on a
different division. For instance, we work in partnership with child and family and we work in partnership with
Strategy, Policy and Commissioning as well as our Corporate Services colleagues, noting that our HR services
are provided by Corporate Services which is, of course, a critical enabler of all of the frontline divisions, including
the Child Protection and Permanency division. In relation to external investigation, there are times where staff
might request that. We'll work with that staff member about the reasons or rationale. If there is no way we can
assure independence within the division, then there are times where we look for external investigators.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: For a staff member, basically they have got to speak to
their manager first, which then may be escalated up to the district. There is no other pathway?

LAUREN DEAN: There are plenty of pathways. In relation to the human resources team that I just
referenced, they sit in Corporate Services. We have HR business partners throughout the division where local
relationships are formed. For instance, if it's workers comp, there is an injury manager allocated. There are plenty
of pathways outside of their line manager. From my experience so far in this role, there are plenty of staff who
are quite capable to say, "I want this investigated or considered outside of my line supervision," and we always
facilitate that. A good example is in relation to anti-racism activity. Where our staff might have experienced
racism, we have the anti-racism unit. In that case, the staff go straight to the anti-racism unit. We create and shield
those staff straightaway from working with their line managers just in case there are any behaviours that we need
to address.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Can you also take on notice how many caseworkers are
currently on workers comp leave?

LAUREN DEAN: I probably have that number if you want to allow me time to find it.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Yes, and also if you have, broken down by category,
the type of leave that they're on.

LAUREN DEAN: I think I do. Do you want to move on, or do you want to wait?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I can come back to it, it's fine. I might ask a bit more
detail in relation to the inquiry that's happening around the little boy that passed away. When is the independent
review due to be completed?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: The timing is—when I say open, it is an independent inquiry. Any discussions
with the inquirer, former Judge Johnstone, are about the process. I touched base with him on Friday. He still has
quite some distance to go. I want to be measured but also helpful. I think he will have an interest in an inquiry of
that nature. There is information that he may require from what I would characterise as other systems that he may
be awaiting. I would expect to see the inquiry definitely, I anticipate, this year, but I did not get the sense that it's
about to be completed in the next couple of weeks.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: [ asked the Minister this morning about the last
interaction DCJ had with that little boy and she couldn't give a clear answer as to whether it was the 18 months or
before. Do you have that information now?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: I do not have it with me. Can I say, in terms of the chronology and the facts,
we will provide to the inquirer everything we have. I do not have it here. I would be reluctant to be commenting
on chronology. I think that one of the critical things that an independent process allows you to do is for the inquirer
to review information from a range of sources so that the inquiry, as it pertains to timetable, can be absolutely
rigorous.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Was that young person meant to be in the care of
somebody else?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: My response to that question would be the same as to the last question. I think
those are all matters which are appropriate for the inquiry. The inquiry, I believe, will shed light on that. It will
make conclusions and make findings.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Can we get a clearer indication of the time frame?
I know you said you're hoping towards the end of the year but, obviously, there have been a lot of questions around
this tragedy. It would be good to know whether an interim report could be provided, bearing in mind we would
all hate to see this inquiry drag over for six or 12 months.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: Can I be clear that I do not, Ms Maclaren-Jones, believe it will do that. Can
I say I am anxious to receive the report. It is a very serious matter. These are matters which I can assure you that—
and I know you would know this—I do not take lightly. I am anxious to receive the report. I do not believe it will
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be anything like six months. But, as I said, I don't expect to see it in the next few weeks. I note your comment
around timeliness and the advantage of having the report properly prepared and available as soon as it can be
done. Mr Johnson is certainly working within that frame of expectation. I note your comments.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Are there terms of reference?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: Yes, there is a letter which essentially equips the inquirer with the scope to
drill into all matters that would inform an interrogation about the casework decisions and the involvement of the
relevant authorities, with a very clear focus on child protection and child protection practice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Could you provide a copy of that letter and happily
redact anything that might identify the young person or the family?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: I would like to take that on notice. I appreciate where the question comes from.
I'll advise accordingly.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Finally, I want to go back to correspondence that was
sent on 12 January—this is the SO 52 document—from the district to CatholicCare. It actually states, "As
discussed, we are also in agreement that CCHM will work with your legal representation to draft a non-disclosure
agreement."

So, taken from that, it's actually an NDA that's been pushed by the department. I am interested to know who
suggested to the department to put forward that NDA, in light of your comments earlier that it's not usual practice.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: I did say that in my evidence. You then, I think, subsequently asked a further
question about NDAs, which will, I think, clarify—if clarification is needed—the accuracy of my first response.
That, of course, will be forthcoming in response to that particular observation. Noting the earlier commitment
given, I will also take that on notice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: That's fine. Thank you.

The ACTING CHAIR: Can I ask a few questions on the intensive therapeutic care strategy and that
work that's happening? This morning you explained how the evaluation has taken place and how that will happen.
As part of the work, is the Government revisiting the June 2025—I know I touched on this with the Minister. I'd
love to know a bit more about the announcements about the expansion of residential care, including the
$49.2 million for the 44 government-owned residential care homes. Again, in light of the Ombudsman's
conclusions, the Minister talked about some of the work that was happening. I'm just wondering if you can
elaborate a little bit, in particular—I can't remember; the Minister actually gave numbers. I think she was saying
intensive therapeutic care increased capacity, and that's a big part. As part of the announcement of the
Out-of-Home Care Strategy in late February 2026, reference was made to the stabilising changes made, or that
had already happened, and that was including adding 150 placements through an expansion tender.

STUART MALCHER: That's correct.

The ACTING CHAIR: I'm just wondering if you could let us know how many of those placements are
currently filled. Is that information you have readily accessible?

STUART MALCHER: Yes, it certainly is. There are quite a few things to that. It would probably help
the Committee to have a bit of a framing context as well, because I think this came up in a couple of questions in
this morning's session. Residential care, being the broad umbrella term, is the care for children in statutory care
in a residential-type setting, delivered by the designated agency and accredited by the Children's Guardian for the
delivery of residential care by residential care workers. Under that broad term, in New South Wales there are
two large groups of residential care: ITC, being our preferred contracted model of residential care; and the
grouping called high-cost emergency arrangements. They are all forms of residential care, broadly. What we saw
was that increasing demand for residential care or for, essentially, placements of last resort, because of a lack of
placement supply within the system, was putting pressure on an increased use of high-cost emergency
arrangements, the least preferred of those being ACAs, which we've obviously since removed from the service
system.

The Minister this morning spoke about a range of different strategies—there are many more besides the
ones that were mentioned as well—to increase placement capacity within the system. What the Ombudsman
highlighted in the ITC report was that ITC wasn't meeting its objectives. It was also highlighted that although the
PSP evaluation didn't focus on ITC—it was separated out—it was the same broad finding that you can find in the
PSP evaluation because, essentially, the assumptions that underpinned the modelling within PSP I have heard
described by a clever colleague as "herculean". It set objectives for the system that were possibly unrealistic. The
most unrealistic of those was that children with high and complex needs could go into a residential care setting
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and have their needs met in such a way that they could exit to home-based care placements or to semi-independent
living arrangements and the like. That is a flow that absolutely has not occurred. What we overwhelmingly see is
once children move into residential care, regrettably but necessarily, they tend to stay in that type of care longer
term through their care journey.

The example the Minister spoke about was of 150 places. Because of some of those assumptions, the size
of the ITC service system didn't meet the demand within the system. So one of the first things we did was to do
an ITC expansion tender. Now the ITC system, which is made up mainly of intensive therapeutic care homes and
intensive therapeutic care significant disability, has capacity for 800 children. As at the end of June, there were
438 children in ITCH and 176 children in ITCSD. That doesn't necessarily represent underutilised capacity, that
gap between actuals and 800, because there's a lot of children and young people in there who need to live on their
own. So they would be in a two-bed home where the other bed is deliberately closed because they need to have
that type of care. When we talk about the vacancies, we are talking about the agreed beds, essentially, between us
and the provider that are available for a child or young person to be placed into.

Alongside the increased expansion of an additional 150 beds, we also worked with the sector and have
quite successfully reduced the vacancy rate. In ITCH, it was sitting often in the region of 40 per cent for a lot of
providers, and that's currently sitting just above 20 per cent. Similarly, in ITCSD, it is now down to about
15 per cent. Again, that's made additional placement supply available within the system for children and young
people who need it. There is a range of other things I can talk to. Honestly, wind me up and let me go. How far
do you want to go? The broader question of the evaluation, the ITC Ombudsman report spoke to whether the
program was meeting its objectives. We have, obviously, a slightly different question to answer, which is how
can we strengthen the model of care. That's the question that we are drawing on the insights from evaluation to
help us answer, alongside collaboration with the sector and best available evidence, so that we can strengthen the
system now in responding to those Ombudsman recommendations but then design a new model. The inherent
delivery time for both the evaluation program design and a commissioning process is why the Government
announced those two-year extensions as part of the strategy.

The ACTING CHAIR: In terms of that additional capacity, are there specific regions where that has
occurred more than others? If so, where?

STUART MALCHER: Certainly I can provide a detailed map of where that is. We monitor placement
demand across the State very closely. We have a centralised team, which has been bolstered through all this work.
Again, one of those strategies was the establishment of a centralised unit to be able to scrutinise all these
placements and to support improved placements and referrals matching into the sector. When we did the
expansion, we mapped where the placement demand was—specifically, children with high needs, over 12, which
is the target cohort in high-cost emergency arrangements. Obviously the resulting supply was matched at demand.

The ACTING CHAIR: Obviously I'm not going to hold you to it to the letter but which regions, do
you think, were the more stand-out in terms of the higher demand?

STUART MALCHER: I can't say. I'm more than happy to come back with more detail on notice, but
certainly total volume—we have large hubs across south-west Sydney, Western Sydney, Hunter—Ilarge
population centres. We have demand across the State, but certainly the greatest demand is where you would
expect—around large population centres.

The ACTING CHAIR: Of that extra capacity, how many of those placements are—with the first ever
Aboriginal-controlled organisation—providing intensive therapeutic care?

STUART MALCHER: They have stood up one ITC home, up to four places.

The ACTING CHAIR: Acknowledging the Ombudsman's recently announced Away from Placement
Inquiry, which, as I understand, will be considering the factors that contribute to children and young people under
the Minister's responsibility spending unapproved time away from their placements and the impacts that this has
on their safety and wellbeing, will DCJ be undertaking a review and identifying reforms to the current policy and
practice standards of care for children not in placement?

STUART MALCHER: Absolutely. We're already working in line with the recommendation from the
Ombudsman's ITC report to review that not in placement, away from placement policy. Again, there's a range of
initiatives that feed into it. I would flag it is one of—residential care is the most difficult service delivery
component within the out-of-home care system, without any shadow of a doubt, particularly when you're talking
about children in intensive therapeutic care, which is obviously children with the highest and most complex needs
in the system. We've undertaken already a significant qualitative review of the experiences of children away from
placement, the types of reports that they've been subject to and the types of issues that those have identified. That's
what's behind my comments earlier this morning. We certainly have found the same as the Ombudsman, that

PORTFOLIO COMMITTEE NO. 5 - JUSTICE AND COMMUNITIES



Tuesday 25 August 2026 Legislative Council Page 53
UNCORRECTED

when they are away from placement, children are at the greatest risk of harm and exploitation. But the way that
we can support children to remain in placement is really complex. There's a range of strategies. Obviously, the
joint protocol you've already touched on is a critical part of it. It's also the case management approach. It's the
workforce strategy. It's building the skills and capabilities within the staff, as much as anything, and then working
with providers to make sure that they've got the right therapeutic care settings in place so that they can support
children to remain in placements as long as possible.

The ACTING CHAIR: As part of the not in placement review and the work that's happening, is it being
undertaken in partnership or with input from external and independent stakeholders? And, importantly, is there
any component of that that is working with children and young people who have been and continue to be impacted
young people and children?

STUART MALCHER: Yes, absolutely. Yes to all the above. Certainly our peaks and our service
provider partners but also young people with lived experience have been heavily consulted through its
development. The other thing I should flag as well is that I think there's the kind of colloquial sense of children
who are away from placement, in that general sense—they're somewhere other than where we'd like them to be—
and then there is a specific PSP policy that relates to away from placement and not in placement, which is a sort
of payment mechanism to hold placements open or to close them after certain durations. Certainly there are a
number of different terminologies around away from placement that are all dovetailing into this review. So it is
both about the mechanics of placements, payments and how that works. It's the casework of how we support
children and young people to make sure that they are receiving support and, obviously, how we work with the
sector to build the capacity within the system to manage in those situations.

The ACTING CHAIR: There's the stuff we were talking about earlier today about the joint protocol
and the fact that things are under review—the less functional parts or the dysfunctional parts that have been
identified and are in the fix period or the review. Is there a concern that, while these things are happening, there
are gaps and, therefore, safety mechanisms—extra ones in terms of children falling through those gaps? Because
I know that you were, even then, just referring to the joint protocol and these organisations that once had stand-up
or consultative roles and knew what the system was. Is there this period now where there is concern, or do you
feel that those gaps have mechanisms to fill them when required?

STUART MALCHER: What I would say is that—as I said this morning—the joint protocol is
absolutely a priority, and it needs to be strengthened. There's work to do; there's no question about that. If I can
add to my answer this morning, just to be clear, the joint protocol is still in place and is still in operation. Within
that, there is an escalation pathway for critical incidents or cases for that more senior oversight and decision-
making. As Ms Dean spoke to, it is still—as it always has—run on local relationships, local decision points and
collaboration. The broader governance, which was made up of three structures—I don't want to get them wrong,
but there was a working group, a consultative committee and then a steering committee.

The two lower-level groups came forward with a proposal as to how the plan could be strengthened. The
steering committee didn't endorse it as it didn't reflect the right strategic direction, and it's really since then that
we've been in this reset period where we're now in the process of reviewing the governance arrangements to get
back established. The overarching governance for the joint protocol has certainly not been operating as intended.
But in terms of the joint protocol on the ground, it's no better today than it was 12 months ago. It's operating but
in need of that oversight and governance.

LAUREN DEAN: If I could add, Ms Higginson, if you don't mind, just to give you additional
confidence, that is, in fact, the day-to-day opportunity we have in operations. We are working to lift our
transparency of decision-making. We are working hard as a department to increase our level of accountability.
The partnership that's occurring between Strategy, Policy and Commissioning, who are our contract managers, as
well as our caseworkers within the CPP division, as well as our policy arm—that is the bit that is every day looking
for opportunities to influence safety. We would suggest that there are still sufficient safeguards whilst there's a
bunch of work occurring, of course, in relation to the governance. But that is our due diligence every day at every
layer within the CPP division and in that really critical partnership to make sure that we are identifying and
responding where children and young people may be at risk or, in fact, disconnected or unknown.

Like we said this morning, the Minister provided evidence to confirm that there are six young people
currently missing. We know that that number for away from placement is much greater, knowing that Mr Malcher
just also articulated the difference between the actual policy position for a payment mechanism. As opposed to
making sure that as system stewards we're working to have increased visibility of children and young people,
we're trying to connect and trying to make sure that they're supported, especially Aboriginal children and young
people connected to country, connected to mob and connected to culture. So, yes, just to give you confidence
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every day at every opportunity, whilst we have confidence in the governance framework that has been revisited
and the big reform agenda, there is everyday opportunity to influence to make sure our safeguards are still in play.

The ACTING CHAIR: With the review of the DCJ complaint system of its Aboriginal child protection
functions—this is going back to November 2024—how is the department monitoring implementation of the new
complaint management policy framework, particularly as it relates to complaints made by Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people, including children and young people themselves?

STUART MALCHER: Again, another critical and helpful report from the NSW Ombudsman to
highlight—

The ACTING CHAIR: What would we all do without the Ombo, really?

STUART MALCHER: We've got many recommendations to progress. In all seriousness, it certainly
did highlight a critical gap around complaints handling more broadly, especially for Aboriginal people but wider
than that as well. What we've done is a number of things, obviously, in accepting those recs, and we've been
working through implementing them. The department did have a complaints management process, but it was
sitting slightly differently within the organisation, and we relocated that within my team, which has been an
incredibly helpful realignment. Certainly the Ombudsman highlighted in that report the need for—I wouldn't go
as far as independence—semi-independence from the people who are receiving the complaints. That's the people
who are managing them and then the people that are quality assuring the way in which they've been handled.

As we've strengthened our program management structure and as we've moved through the reform,
having that direct feed of complaints, feedback and inquiries from service users—people who are receiving our
service—telling us firsthand how they're experiencing it, has been an invaluable source of information for us to
understand how our reforms are being experienced and where we still have a way to go. At the end of last year,
we released a child protection and out-of-home care complaints management policy, which again is the first
standalone policy specific for the child protection and out-of-home care programs, given the specific nature of the
issues that the programs and families are experiencing. We have a range of procedural collateral that's being
finalised, and we're hoping to launch in the very near future. Alongside that, we'll be doing a much broader
rebranding and reannouncement of this greatly strengthened complaints management pathway.

The ACTING CHAIR: In terms of the confidence, again, that complaints are being handled in a
respectful and culturally safe way and resolved satisfactorily, I know that there is the very important factor that
there are a lot of First Nations people that are there doing this work. But what about the other people? I'm not
trying to be disrespectful, but there is this view that as long as there are Aboriginal people handling Aboriginal
people, then everything is okay within the system. We know that's not true. We know that the culturally safe
aspect of this work is basically about non-Aboriginal people and the role that they play and perform in these
systems. Where is all that tracking, particularly in this tranche of work, which is so important and can provide so
much more benefit to that work if it's done well?

STUART MALCHER: There are a number of elements to that. You're absolutely right. In as much as
we would also like to increase the representation of Aboriginal colleagues working within that complaints
handling team so that they can bring that hopefully improved access or comfort for people wishing to come
through that pathway, but part of it sits in the broader reform structure the Minister handed up earlier this morning.
We're developing an integrated quality assurance framework. Much of that architecture really relates to the
out-of-home care system review, the Audit Office and Ombudsman findings and the PSP evaluation, which really
highlighted the lack of programmatic structure to be able to identify who was doing what within the system. When
we talk about increased accountability, this is in part what we go to in that structure. It's also why in the
Out-of-Home Care Strategy we're not just redesigning a program, we're actually re-laying the foundations of the
system. That is the system stewardship that we're working to there.

One of the four elements of that integrated quality assurance framework is exactly that—around client
voice. It's not something that the system has historically prioritised or had established mechanisms to be able to
receive. Complaints management is one part of it. But alongside that, we're looking at carer surveys. We've
launched the first wellbeing measure directly with children in out-of-home care. We'll be building a whole suite
of client feedback mechanisms. Alongside that, there will be the data and reporting to go along with it. The only
thing I would add is it sits in that semi-independence that—certainly my colleagues in CPP are probably a little
bit sick of me asking them follow-up questions. It's a little bit of a different structure where we have programmatic
accountability sitting alongside service delivery responsibility.

The ACTING CHAIR: Is there a place where this includes the embedded shared decision-making with
the Closing the Gap priority reforms as well or is this different?
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STUART MALCHER: It's different. This is DCJ-centric. This is how we design and steward the
program. It's certainly how we engage with stakeholders, be they NGO or ACCO service providers or through
Safe and Supported or Closing the Gap governance structures and shared decision-making. They are high-level
governance structures that certainly sit above the program and hopefully help guide and direct where it heads.

The ACTING CHAIR: Have you identified any emerging trends in the complaints that are coming
through the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander complaint process, including from children and young people,
since the introduction of the framework?

STUART MALCHER: Certainly what we've been doing since we commenced implementing the policy
earlier this year and what we've been focusing on, amongst other things, is improving that data and reporting,
which, to be honest, wasn't as robust as it needs to be. We're improving it month by month, but we've still got a
little bit of a way to go. We have, I would say, a reasonably basic reporting capability at the moment for
complaints. As that is enhanced over the very near future, we're anticipating being able to do more detailed
analysis of that nature.

The ACTING CHAIR: In terms of being able to identify trends, it's usually shining the light on things,
isn't it, that will generate the real change and reform and assist with the resource injections and the prioritisation
and so forth?

STUART MALCHER: Exactly.

The ACTING CHAIR: What's your line sight in terms of timing? When can stakeholders and people
expect the next outcomes report? When do you think that might happen?

STUART MALCHER: The approach we're taking—and this is what centres around that iQAF, the
integrated Quality Assurance Framework that we're building as part of that system architecture. I should elaborate.
Where we've maybe run into trouble in the past, trying to build an outcomes framework, outcomes measurement
and improved system accountability through greater visibility and reporting capability—it's not our first attempt
to summit this hill. We've had a few goes at it and ultimately we haven't been successful. As much as we can learn
from all those previous attempts, the approach that we're taking that's different this time is that this is incremental
reform. This isn't, "We've got a new thing and we're just going to all start doing that from 1 July."

We are going to build and enhance it over time. There's already a range of data products that sit within that, and
we are adding to it and building it every day. It's not a question of when will we be able to. I would suggest we'll
never be satisfied that it's as satisfactory or complete as we would like it to be. But there is already a range of
reporting products that we can pull together.

The ACTING CHAIR: So if there was an inquiry to say, "Hey, this is something that has come to our
attention," you can look into that body of work that exists now and that is happening and say, "This is something
we have visibility over"?

STUART MALCHER: Absolutely. That's what we would hope to be able to draw together, looking at
those four elements—being our performance reporting; our outcomes measurement and reporting; our client voice
mechanisms and the experience; and then our quality assurance mechanisms. They are the four elements of that
framework that we'll be building up to give a complete picture of service delivery, whether it is DCJ, a district, an
NGO or an ACCO. That's the perspective.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I have one more for Ms Ward in relation to if there are
any conditions on residential care homes.

RACHAEL WARD: There are 14 agencies that currently have conditions placed upon them. I'll call
them out because they might have an ITC or residential element to them. They are Settlement Services
International; Illawarra Aboriginal Corporation; Family Spirit; Mallee Family Care; KARI; Riverina Medical and
Dental Aboriginal Corporation; Caretaker's Cottage; DCJ New England District; DCJ Far West District; Anglicare
NSW South, NSW West and ACT; Life Without Barriers; Woomera Aboriginal Corporation; Lifestyle Solutions;
and CareSouth.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: How many of those are for profit? Are any of those for
profit?

RACHAEL WARD: They're not. There are no for-profit organisations with a condition placed against
them.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: In the remaining couple of minutes, I might go back to
DCJ-owned properties—my usual questions. I'm interested in how many properties DCJ has currently, as of
30 June 2026, and also the 2025 figure.
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MICHAEL TIDBALL: Residential properties?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: DCJ-owned properties. Disability.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: We're not talking offices or other assets?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: No.

ANNE CAMPBELL: That includes respite care centres, day care, as well as SDA accommodation and
people living in group homes?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Yes.

ANNE CAMPBELL: As at 30 June this year, 803, and I think that's a decrease of two, from memory.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: One?

ANNE CAMPBELL: Three.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Is it three?

ANNE CAMPBELL: Yes. Of those 803, as at 30 June 2026, 623 are enrolled with the NDIS and
occupied for SDA use. That also includes 12 homes from Homes NSW. Because I know you're going to ask this,
of the 688 occupied properties, 450 are under expired leases. As at 30 June 2026, there are 38 vacant properties
and 77 allocated to other means, which includes meanwhile use. That is 10 in transitional housing; one for
WAGEC, which is women exiting custody; and two for private rentals. Then there are separate categories: 64 are
for out-of-home care for children and young people, and a very high percentage of those children have disabilities.
That sort of links into the program that Mr Malcher was talking to.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: That's an increase of around 20 over the last couple of
years. When you say the majority are for young people with disability, what's the percentage?

ANNE CAMPBELL: It's 64 for out-of-home care of the 77 that are being used for other purposes.
I think in terms of children in out-of-home care—and Stuart might be able to correct me—it's about 70 per cent
to 80 per cent of those children have a disability.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: In relation to transitional housing, is that also for people
with disability, or is it still anyone?

ANNE CAMPBELL: It's broader. It could be homeless people—those sorts of things. There's
particularly one up in the Hunter as part of that old large residential service that's being used as meanwhile use.
I think there's seven or eight group homes.

The ACTING CHAIR: That concludes this part. I just want to indicate that Mr Smith and Ms Ward
are now being released. You are free to pursue the rest of your day, and we thank you very much for your
attendance today.

(Jeff Smith and Rachael Ward withdrew.)

(Short adjournment)

The ACTING CHAIR: Welcome back. Over to you, Ms Maclaren-Jones.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I might move to the Waratah cottages. What's the total
annual operating cost of the cottages?

STUART MALCHER: The operating budget for Waratah Care Cottage is being revised. Obviously it's
a new and pilot program, but for a fully operational four-bed home we have a budget of about 1.6 million. But
most of them are operating as three-bed homes because that's the most frequent sibling group that goes into them.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Does that include staffing as well as security—
everything that might be needed for that cottage?

STUART MALCHER: No security hopefully, but, yes, that's certainly all costs.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: And that's per year per four-bedroom.

STUART MALCHER: Yes. That's the budget that we've designed the program around, but obviously
we're monitoring actuals as we implement the model over time.
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: What's the average length of stay? I'm saying sibling
group in an easier term but—

STUART MALCHER: I'd have to take that on notice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Also the longest period of time that a sibling group has
been in the cottages or a cottage.

STUART MALCHER: I'd have to take it on notice.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: What's the average cost per child per day?
STUART MALCHER: I don't have that with me. I can take that on notice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Do you have a breakdown of the staffing costs? When
you're looking at that 1.6 million, if I can get a breakdown of how those costs are allocated.

STUART MALCHER: We would, yes.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: You have only one that's a three-bedroom; the rest are
four, did you say?

STUART MALCHER: No, they're all designed to operate as four-bed houses, but I think there are
sibling groups of three in most of the houses and possibly one sibling group of two.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Has the annual cost changed since it first began?

STUART MALCHER: No. We've only been up and running for a little over 18 months, so it's still
relatively new.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Has any work been done around comparing the cost of
the cottages versus an NGO-run home?

STUART MALCHER: Yes, and it works out more or less comparable to the cost of other four-bed
models that we purchased from the sector.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: So about the same?
STUART MALCHER: Correct.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: What work is being done around measuring the
outcomes or what is achievable for those young people to transition to safer and secure homes?

STUART MALCHER: Obviously we're monitoring all children who go into those homes very closely.
They obviously have a central team that oversights them. Obviously they have allocated caseworkers and a
program team that is supporting the establishment of the model, but it is, as you can appreciate, both a new model
but a relatively small cohort. In terms of being able to evaluate, it will be challenging because of the size of the
cohort and the variety of needs of children that go into it.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Do you intend to do any evaluation?

STUART MALCHER: We certainly will be considering it, but we haven't got a concrete plan at this
stage. As I said, being able to evaluate—we have this challenge with a number of programs where you have
essentially a small sample size with a very broad range of client groups that go into it. It's very difficult to evaluate
how that compares to other comparable models, but certainly where we can learn from it, we certainly will be
doing everything we can.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: How do the cottages differ from other residential homes
and the ITC placements?

STUART MALCHER: There's a fair bit in that question. ITC, firstly, is for children with high needs,
aged 12-plus. Waratah Care Cottages are ideally for children with low and medium needs, sibling groups, so we're
targeting a different client group. But in terms of what the houses represent, they're fantastic properties. They've
got dedicated care teams, therapeutic support and case management support, providing a homelike environment
for, regrettably, at times, young children in sibling groups that need to be in those accommodations, often for lack
of an alternative. Note that Waratah Care Cottages were stood up as an alternative to high-cost emergency
arrangements, where we could stand up established residential care homes that provide the quality of care that we
would expect, even if it's not where we would ultimately want children to be residing.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: What's the youngest age?
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STUART MALCHER: I'd have to take that on notice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Is the Government intending to move towards the
high-care complex needs using this model?

STUART MALCHER: No decisions have been made in that regard, as far as I'm aware.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: So, in regard to forward planning, the aim would be to
continue with the ITC model but taking on board the Ombudsman's recommendations?

STUART MALCHER: Correct. The only plan we have at the moment is for the establishment of two
additional Waratah Care Cottages. We haven't considered expansion beyond that. I think, to the Chair's question
earlier, the 44 homes that were in the previous budget, that's to build an asset portfolio to underpin residential care
service delivery. Again, decisions may be taken in the future, but it is to have assets to underpin the service
delivery, not necessarily who operates the home. We would anticipate that the majority of those homes, where we
will get the greatest benefit from them is directing those homes towards children with the most complex needs,
where having a safe and controllable physical environment will get the most benefit for those children. So,
obviously, towards the DCJ Sherwood Program or children in ITC is certainly where we anticipate those assets
being used.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: If the cost is comparative to an NGO, why is DCJ
continuing down that path rather than continuing to use NGOs that are already operating in this space around
residential care?

STUART MALCHER: A range of reasons. Broadly, because we have thrown everything we can at this
high-cost emergency arrangement problem. All of these strategies—some that I spoke to earlier, this one and,
again, many more besides it—are about reducing the reliance on high-cost emergency arrangements. Part of the
challenge that I spoke to earlier was because, essentially, PSP modelling assumed that children under 12 and
children who didn't have high needs wouldn't need to be in residential care, so we didn't build a service model for
that cohort. Therefore, when the service demand required it, we had no option but to resort to high-cost emergency
arrangements negotiated on a spot market.

The benefit that Waratah gives us is essentially a responsiveness, to be frank. To design, to commission
and to contract-manage a model of care through NGO service delivery takes time and invites complexity. The
providers rightly highlight a range of challenges for them in terms of establishment costs, in terms of holding costs
and in terms of under-utilisation costs, whereas this gives us an immediate service model that we can stand up and
access because, ultimately, we're holding the case management, for the most part, for the children in high-cost
emergency arrangements. Instead of keeping these children in less desirable arrangements, we're building better
options for them.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: At the Waratah Care Cottages now, are all the staff
DCJ-employed, or are you still relying on agency staff?

STUART MALCHER: We're still using contingent labour. It's the same model that we use for the
Sherwood Program. Certainly, the Government has been clear in its preference to move it to DCJ direct care staff,
but we're just working through the award options so that we can look at direct employment.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: What's the time frame for that?

STUART MALCHER: I don't have an immediate time frame, but certainly I'd hope before the end of
the year.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: What oversight do you have in place in regard to staff
and reporting critical incidents or anything like that, where a young person might have run away from placement?

STUART MALCHER: It fits within the same reporting. It sits broadly within the same model of
residential care service delivery as Sherwood, so it draws on many of the same processes. Although—I can't draw
this distinction clearly enough—it is a completely different model of care and obviously doesn't have anywhere
near the types of dynamics and incidents that that does, being a secure care facility. But the house managers are
DCJ employees, the case management team are DCJ employees, and obviously the team supporting the delivery
of the model, as well as the program management team, are all employees of DCJ.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: How many critical incidents have occurred in the
cottages over the last 18 months?

STUART MALCHER: I'd have to take that on notice.
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I might go to caseworker vacancy rates. How many
funded positions are currently vacant across the districts?

LAUREN DEAN: Currently we have a 4 per cent vacancy rate for caseworkers.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Do you have a breakdown of how many per district?

LAUREN DEAN: I can take that on notice, Mrs Maclaren-Jones. I can highlight where we've got the
lowest rates. For instance, in the Illawarra Shoalhaven and South Western Sydney, we've got the lowest vacancy
rates. Our highest rates continue to be in hard-to-fill locations such as Western NSW and also New England.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: That's been a trend for a period of time. What strategies
have been put in place in the last 12 months to turn that around?

LAUREN DEAN: We've been doing a range of things. We have seen some improvement, especially in
the New England space. We've reduced the vacancies by 10 staff across that district, which is encouraging, noting
that we still have more to do. We continue to be really clear about making sure that we increase our capability
whilst also recruiting the right staff, whilst also then focusing on retaining staff. The Minister this morning made
reference to the CDP redesign—that's the Caseworker Development Program—as well as a range of other
activities to support our newer caseworkers to come into the workforce, to support their learning, to support their
confidence and make sure that we are building an experienced workforce who are actual practice experts.

In addition to that, we've done a range of things that include social media. We've seen a good response
in relation to advertising in different ways to be able to increase the saturation of coming to work for DCJ. We've
released a range of videos where we've interviewed caseworkers and then released those videos so potential
employees hear straight from caseworkers about the great opportunities that the role offers, whilst also noting the
challenges too. We continue to trial a variety of things. Some of them are successful; some of them are not. The
bit that we need to keep working on is where we are not seeing success for some particular strategies, we stop
doing them. We'll continue to focus on, say, the supply out of universities whereby, for instance, we're looking at
continued partnership with key university colleagues to be able to make sure that there is an identified pathway,
especially in those hard-to-fill locations.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: A lot of that is around recruitment. I'm interested to
know, what's the retention rate?

LAUREN DEAN: The retention rate has been improving. I'll see if I can find that for you. I think it's
currently 12 per cent, but I might take that on notice to make sure that I give you the right number.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: And what's the turnover rate?

LAUREN DEAN: I thought you might ask that, Ms Maclaren-Jones. In the last 12 months we've seen
the exit of 35 caseworkers. In the 24 months since they started, we saw the exit of 86 workers. Then within three
years of commencing, we've seen 47 caseworkers exit. We do offer exit interviews. We're keen to understand
from caseworkers why they might come to work for us and then might decide to leave. There's a range of reasons.
We know that sometimes—essentially the training that was being delivered prior to the last couple of years
prevented or prohibited case allocation to staff. Lots of caseworkers would come in. They are social-work trained,
therefore they've already done four years of uni. They're ready to go. They're keen to step in and have a case
allocation. What we know is that at that particular point in time a couple of years ago, they were prohibited from
case allocation, therefore they were getting bored, essentially. In addition—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Sorry to interrupt. Could I get a breakdown of the
number of caseworkers that have left after 12 months, 18 months, three years and then greater than five?

LAUREN DEAN: Yes. In relation to that, we'll take on notice the greater than five, given it's 35 for the
last 12 months, it's 86 for the two years prior and then it's 47 within the three years. We'll take on notice the
number for the five years.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: That'd be great. Also, how many positions have
remained vacant for more than three or six months and, if you have that, by location?

LAUREN DEAN: I'll have to take that on notice, noting that this isn't a stagnant number. We've got
people who move in and out of roles all the time. We'll do our best to try to answer that, noting that it's probably
not as simple as how you've positioned it.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Obviously with all the reforms that are being
forward-planned and the cottages, what modelling has been done around the number of additional caseworkers
that are required in the next 12 months and two years?
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LAUREN DEAN: We will take that on notice.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: In relation to the family preservation program, I'm
interested to know that for families that were supported before the 1 July changes that were recommended by the
provider to continue on but weren't accepted into the new program, if you have the number of those?

STUART MALCHER: It was 11.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Are those families being supported in any way?

STUART MALCHER: Yes, they were all exited with a support plan in place. I believe—don't quote
me—it was either five or six are being case-managed by DCJ and the other five or six had a support plan in place
that was agreed as part of that exit.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: They agreed to the agreed to the plans? Or they had no
choice?

STUART MALCHER: It was certainly done with the families, yes.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: In relation to contracts, I'm interested to know how
many DCJ community service contracts have been funded for five years or more?

ANNE CAMPBELL: Can I clarify in which program?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I'm looking at the Secure Jobs and Funding Certainty
Roadmap.

ANNE CAMPBELL: I'd need to take that on notice for the full extent across DCJ, but in terms of the
CAFS program, that's got 5.5 years funding. I think PSP has five years funding. I can take the rest on notice, but
most of the new programs have been commissioned for five years.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: The other thing is in relation to the SCHADS award
that will commence on 1 October next year. I'm wondering if there's any preparation that has commenced in
relation to that?

ANNE CAMPBELL: Yes, we've been working with TCO, Treasury and IR NSW. Obviously the final
decision hasn't come down from Fair Work Australia yet, so we're looking at the cost impacts at the moment of
that.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Finally, while I've got you, in relation to insurance.
Particularly for providers that have more predominantly high-risk young people, there are some that have had
challenges in relation to being able to get insurance. I just want to get a bit of an update, because I know some of
that was being dealt with at a Commonwealth level, but also at a State level. Where is that up to?

ANNE CAMPBELL: You're talking about the Special Liability Insurance Scheme?
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Yes.

ANNE CAMPBELL: The policies expired in March 2026 so people are currently renegotiating. There
are currently 63 providers in the scheme in New South Wales, including two new ACCOs who joined the scheme
after the renewal period. That includes 30 out-of-home care providers, 11 out-of-home care and youth
homelessness providers, 18 youth homelessness providers and four fee-for-service providers. We did an audit in
2025 and information was gathered during the renewal process. That was particularly to find out what were the
other NGOs who weren't participating in it. There were 21 eligible out-of-home care and youth homelessness
providers that weren't participating in the State scheme. We were able to confirm that they're predominantly
getting insurance on offshore schemes at the moment.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I'm happy for you not to go into specifics on individuals.
Are all of those providers guaranteed insurance moving forward, or are there some that are at risk?

ANNE CAMPBELL: I'm not aware of any at risk but happy to take that on notice to check.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Also if there is a provider that, due to the cost of the
insurance or their inability to get insurance—what would the contingency be with the department?

ANNE CAMPBELL: I think we've always said since the various schemes have been introduced in
New South Wales over the last few years that we look each on a case-by-case basis. We haven't had to yet, which
is a good sign. It's the second year of this new scheme.
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: 1 asked about the ISIS brides at the last estimates. I just
want to get an understanding, from a child protection point of view, what role DCJ had in the latest cohort of ISIS
brides that came to Australia.

ANNE CAMPBELL: I can help with that. In a different part of my division we have what's called an
engagement and support team. The issue of the ISIS brides actually falls under the Attorney General's portfolio,
but we do have a small team that's funded through the Commonwealth and has been for a number of years. They
certainly have supported the women and children that have come back—not just in this particular situation that
happened earlier this year but the previous one as well—and linked them into services. In terms of the links with
child protection, if there are any issues that crop up during that time when we're engaging with those families,
we'd obviously work very closely with Ms Dean's area.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: ['l ask a final question on if there were any caseworkers
reallocated at all.

ANNE CAMPBELL: No, there hasn't been.

The ACTING CHAIR: It's been previously stated that the Minister's first annual report on the
implementation and impact of the "active efforts" principles—which I understand was due in December last
year—would be released by June this year. Is there anyone who can speak to that? Is there any understanding of
whether that report's been done or tabled?

STUART MALCHER: The report is finalised. We're just waiting on a release date, but we would
imagine it'll be very soon.

The ACTING CHAIR: Is it a tabled report? Will it be public?

STUART MALCHER: I'm not sure if it's tabled, but the intention is certainly for it to be a public report.
I'd have to double-check.

The ACTING CHAIR: It's always tricky, isn't it? Like it's there but are we allowed to talk about it or
do we have to wait until it's public?

STUART MALCHER: I'm not aware of where the Government's preferences sit. But, certainly, until
they've got a release date, it might be best waiting.

The ACTING CHAIR: I think at the March estimates, it was indicated that the statutory review of the
Family is Culture amendments to the care Act would take place. Is that other work that you're aware that's
happening?

STUART MALCHER: I would have to take that on notice. I'm not aware of the immediate status of
that.

The ACTING CHAIR: What I recall is that there was a conversation that that would take 18 months.
There was a report for that review, which was also prescribed in legislation, having to be tabled in November last
year. I think it was a separate tranche of work.

STUART MALCHER: I'm happy to clear that up.

The ACTING CHAIR: If you could let me know the status of that review—whether it's commenced,
or whether it will at some point—that would be good.

STUART MALCHER: Certainly.

The ACTING CHAIR: Also, if there is that report going to happen, and if that work has commenced,
if you could also indicate on notice whether it is the intention that—again, whether it would be in partnership with
the stakeholders. I imagine it would be if it's the Family is Culture provisions. Also, the work with the Children's
Court—

STUART MALCHER: Absolutely.

The ACTING CHAIR: Without pre-empting the report, I'm assuming that there would be—if it's about
the active efforts, the court must have had some involvement in that. Is that right?

STUART MALCHER: Certainly there has been consultation. The active efforts report covers the first
12 months of implementation from proclamation in late 23. We're still developing the data and the capacity to be
able to report on the implementation of active efforts. That is certainly what is covered through the report—that
first 12 months of initial implementation.
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The ACTING CHAIR: Going back to a couple of years ago, the Audit Office recommended that there
be the independent review of the structured decision-making tools. Where is all that work up to? I'm trying to
recall. Did the structured decision-making tools—are they still in operation?

STUART MALCHER: In part. The structured decision-making tools represented a suite of tools that
sat across the child protection decision-making continuum. There are a number of recommendations from different
reports that spoke to the need to review the use of those tools. Ultimately, government's decision-making on that
ran ahead of that review, in that the Minister made the decision in response to very strong advocacy from
Aboriginal stakeholders, both within and outside the department, to retire the actuarial component of those
structured decision-making tools. That was the risk assessment, the risk reassessment and the restoration tools.

Alongside those, we've introduced an interim approach to risk assessment. Then we have the partnership
agreement with AbSec and ALS. That policy partnership is tasked with designing the future approach to child
protection assessment. While I wouldn't want to pre-empt where that future approach will land, it's pretty clear
where AbSec and ALS stand on the use of SDM. It's hard to see how they will be part of the future approach once
we move into that next year.

The ACTING CHAIR: Noting the things that aren't being used, what SDM tools does the DCJ currently
use?

STUART MALCHER: We have the Mandatory Reporter Guide to support mandatory reporters to
consider when they may need to make a report to the Child Protection Helpline. The Child Protection Helpline
still uses SCRPT, which is a structured decision-making tool to guide whether the reported information may meet
the risk of significant harm threshold. We still use the safety assessment, which is to determine whether a child is
at immediate risk of serious harm, when we first engage and do an assessment. I think that is it. The Family Based
Assessment has replaced the risk assessment. We've got a new measuring change assessment, which has replaced
the risk reassessment, and a new restoration tool.

The ACTING CHAIR: Has DCIJ identified the number of Aboriginal children that were unnecessarily
taken into statutory care because of the use of the former tools, or those parts of the tools formerly used?

STUART MALCHER: I think that, to be honest, is a problematic characterisation—the suggestion that
a child has been unnecessarily taken into care as a result of the tool. I appreciate that there may be some advocacy
to that view. Whenever a child enters care—certainly through the use of emergency powers, which is what we're
talking about, largely with the use of a safety assessment tool—those decisions are overseen by the Children's
Court. The Children's Court makes decisions as to whether that was a reasonable use of DCJ's emergency powers
at that point in time.

The ACTING CHAIR: I appreciate that. I get it. It's tricky territory. But do you understand that to do
their work these bodies were relying on those tools, to an extent. Is it not that there should be a review to say,
"Look, there was over-reliance on parts of the tools that we now know have led to potentially perverse outcomes
or conclusions"?

STUART MALCHER: Again, we certainly know a lot about the use of the tools and how they have
operated within our system. I think it's important to draw the distinction that the tool that stakeholders have the
greatest issue with is the actuarial tool, with the view that it is measuring system responses over time. And,
obviously, where you have a disadvantaged population, you are then monitoring future service interactions based
on past interactions, which may involve oversurveillance and overpolicing and those sorts of dynamics. The risk
assessment tool has no role in deciding whether a child comes into care. It certainly makes a decision—and I'm
not minimising its importance—about whether a family stays in the system for ongoing casework and structure.
But the structured decision-making tool that we predominantly use to determine immediate use of emergency
powers is the safety assessment tool. It is really calibrated on the severity of the harm that the child has
experienced. It is calibrated to make sure that we are not removing any child for anything other than very serious
forms of harm or risk to them. We just need to be a bit cautious that the SDM tool is actually making sure that we
apply a consistently high threshold for any use of emergency powers.

The ACTING CHAIR: In August last year the department advised that it had drafted a proposed
misidentification policy which involves shared decision-making with ACCOs regarding identification and
de-identification of Aboriginal cultural status. What is the status of that policy?

STUART MALCHER: That is with me as well now.
The ACTING CHAIR: You have a very big plate.
STUART MALCHER: Ifyou could tell my boss over there, that would be great. I'm joking.
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MICHAEL TIDBALL: Just as well.

STUART MALCHER: This was a project that was being led by the former TAO division. I was very
fortunate. After the dissolution of that division, we picked up some wonderful colleagues within child and family.
They have been integral to bringing that cultural expertise to our broader reform work. But at the end of last year
there was a misidentification policy that was approved. There was work done this year to develop procedures to
accompany the implementation of that policy.

As we got closer to going live with it we realised, which we possibly knew all along—and this is a tricky
area of policy. There are very clear legislative obligations that the courts have considered on numerous occasions
and formed a very clear view on how Aboriginal identification needs to be considered under the care Act. But we
realised there was an absence of an Aboriginal identification policy. Inasmuch as misidentification is there to
guide the correction of an incorrect identification, we didn't have clear guidance on how to make the original
identification in the first place. Under section 5 and section 32, we have very clear obligations to identify
Aboriginal children on the basis of descent and descent alone, and to make reasonable inquiries to ascertain if a
child in the child protection system is Aboriginal. Obviously, that is critical for ensuring that all the other relevant
sections of the Act are considered and properly implemented.

In realising that, we have quickly been working to develop that broader Aboriginal identification policy.
We're hoping to be able to go out to consultation within the coming weeks. But, certainly, in the development of
the misidentification policy and related procedures, that work is essentially being included in it. We have a number
of external agencies and ACCOs who have expressed a willingness to participate with internal Aboriginal
leadership in administering those decisions.

The ACTING CHAIR: Earlier this morning I was speaking with the Minister about the increases in
Aboriginal children entering all forms of care, increases in emergency removals and fewer Aboriginal people
being restored to their families. What is happening at the moment in terms of receiving that kind of data in light
of these? I know that the Minister provided me with some helpful graphs looking over a longer period and
suggesting better numbers, but these immediate numbers—how is the internal reconciliation of this, given all of
this systems reform work and improvements work? How do we talk about those two things at the same time?

STUART MALCHER: Certainly, I can assure the Committee that we are monitoring the trends across
the system very closely. I guess I would flag—and it probably goes to a few questions that we've been answering
throughout today's session—I think it is really difficult within the child protection system to identify one particular
metric and then draw too much inference from that. When you look at broader trends within the child protection
system and trends over time, which I think is where the Minister's graphs were trying to go, it starts to give you a
clearer sense of the patterns emerging, because the numbers do move around a little bit over time. I guess what
I would say firstly, though, is—before diving into some of that information—clearly, the over-representation of
Aboriginal people in the out-of-home care system is one of the, if not the, biggest challenges we have to overcome.

I'm not for a second suggesting that we are on a path to achieving our Closing the Gap targets presently,
but if you look at the out-of-home care population, it has decreased significantly over the past five years. Five
years ago we had over 16,000 children in out-of-home care. Currently we've got just over 13,500. That's why
we've also got less carers. Because we've got less children, we need less carers. We currently, as of today, have
less Aboriginal children in out-of-home care than we did five years ago. That's not cause for celebration; that is a
small positive trend.

If you look at that five-year trend, for reasons that I couldn't give you a compelling answer for, 23-24
represented a historic low for all children entering care. It's a positive outlier, if you like. But the long-term trend
over the past five to six years is a downward trajectory on most of these indicators, but not all by any stretch. If
you look at any data related to entry to care, compared to '23-24, it'll be going up. But if you look at '24-25 or
even '25-26 in comparison to the longer term trend, those figures, in most instances, will be lower than they were
in '22-23. So the trend is quite clearly in a downward direction, but we've had this one positive aberration of an
incredibly low entry-to-care year. That's where it just needs to be tricky—going what's happened one year to the
next—because the numbers do bounce around a little bit.

The ACTING CHAIR: What about the numbers or the data—for example, the number of Aboriginal
children and young people placed with a relative or Aboriginal carer and the decrease in that? Again, I really
accept that taking a snapshot or a particular year is really difficult, but I thought that this was one of the areas that
we would never really not see increases in again. But perhaps I'm labouring under a misapprehension.

STUART MALCHER: No, not at all. I think, from memory, that number has been hovering around
70 per cent, and going up and down by a few points year on year, over the last little while. What I would say is
that I think this will be a real critical component of the work that we're doing now. The first policy that we really
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hope to release in the near future will be very much focused on that. We need to move the system. One of the key
success criteria for the work that we're doing now will be to see that number go up. We need to see more children,
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal alike, placed with relatives, placed with kin or placed with people who are known
to them within the community that they came from before they entered out-of-home care, and ultimately reduce
the reliance on unrelated foster care. That will be a critical priority of all the work we're doing now.

The ACTING CHAIR: In terms of that, what are the most common and largest barriers to that
happening at this point in time? Is it the capacity of the family to be able to provide that care, or is it the department
assessing? What do you think are the biggest barriers to that, and how are we addressing that?

STUART MALCHER: I'd be cautious generalising. I think there are broad trends, and certainly I've
heard many advocacy positions around different barriers that people hear, whether that's around authorisation
standards or processes the department might use to determine who is and isn't suitable. Certainly the conversation
I have very regularly with our PSP providers is—and most agencies have long since made this move—moving
from a notion where they see themselves as foster care providers to out-of-home care providers. Out-of-home
care, as required under the Act, is delivered in a hierarchy of preference and precedence, starting with relative and
kin and moving the way down. That certainly will be the positioning that we'll be taking forward under the
reform—that the success of the system needs to be getting more kids placed with family.

It was a key reform priority within the strategy to really call out when a child has to enter care as
unpleasant. As much as we would like to avoid that outcome, we need to recognise that we're sometimes removing
them through multiple layers of connection. Certainly, if we go from a parent, or parents, to an unrelated foster
carer, you've removed them from family, extended family, kinship ties and community networks. How we can
maintain children as close as possible within those layers of connection will be critical to the reform. It's the same
reason why we've broadened the restoration strategy to that framing around restoration and reunification, because
getting children back to parents is the framing of restoration and, where that's not possible, getting them connected
back in with those layers of connection that they would otherwise have grown up in.

The ACTING CHAIR: I also want to ask about the budget, or the money. DCJ's publicly available data
dashboards indicate the funding to ACCOs and other non-government organisations for the provisions of early
intervention significantly declined since last year. This is despite statements from Government that this funding
was due to increase this year, suggesting that this funding does not reflect the total amount. Can you clarify the
total amount of funding allocated to ACCOs for child and family service funding in the financial year 0f 2026-27?
If that's not available, when might that figure or that information be available?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: That is a calculation we can undertake. I would prefer to take that on notice.

The ACTING CHAIR: That would be great. Under the targeted earlier intervention program, the
proportion of NGO funding received by ACCOs reduced from approximately 10 per cent to 6 per cent statewide
in the 2025-26 Budget Paper No. 02, which says family preservation support increased by 20.3 per cent between
2023-24 and then 2024-25, while Family Connect and Support fell by 14 per cent and the early intervention fell
by 1.2 per cent. We're looking for an explanation as to whether this reflects a real reduction in service access, a
data transition issue or a deliberate recommissioning decision.

ANNE CAMPBELL: I can probably answer that. It hasn't gone down from the previous year. For
2026-27, in terms of the percentage of funding—I can get the real amounts for you—in terms of the CAFS
program, it was, I think, 10.5 per cent. It has gone up to 12 per cent currently, with the recommissioning. The
CAFS is the Community and Family Support service, which takes over for what was the targeted early intervention
and the Family Connect. The funding hasn't changed. It has actually gone up. It also gets the 4.75 per cent
indexation. With the CAFS program, because 96 per cent of the contracts under targeted early intervention were
recommissioned, because they fitted the new model, there's some additional funding that we're going to be
targeting for ACCO delivery later this year. We're just in the process of doing some of the modelling work.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: In regard to the reforms that were announced earlier
this year, I just wanted to know how many formal meetings have occurred with the NGO sector.

ANNE CAMPBELL: About what, Mrs Maclaren-Jones?

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: This is in regard to out-of-home care reforms and the
strategy. How many formal meetings have occurred with the NGO sector about the reforms?

STUART MALCHER: It'd be difficult to give an exact number. We obviously meet with the NGO
sector and the peaks regularly. Most weeks there are a range of different meetings. If there is any clarification
around the specific—
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I'm interested particularly about this. Has there been
any formal consultation with the NGO sector about the reforms?

STUART MALCHER: As I said, there have been a number of different forums where we've met with
stakeholders and communicated the reform direction. Assuming where the question is going about more formal
workshop-style consultation, we're planning a workshop next month with broader NGO stakeholders. We'll be
moving through a formal consultation process as part of that. There hasn't been a specific reform design
consultation process, but there have been a range of touchpoints. Many of the things we've talked about today—
the joint protocol, the away from placement, the ITC reform and vacancies—are all reform initiatives. The sector
is involved in all of them.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: However, the Minister did launch the reforms through a forum with the sector.
Unless we are constrained—which we occasionally are by probity in a procurement process—there has been that
forum. It would be very rare, for example, that [ would decline to meet an NGO. The communication is aimed to
be a two-way street.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: So there has been one—

MICHAEL TIDBALL: The significant launch—the forum convened by the Minister, yes.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Were all NGOs able to attend?
MICHAEL TIDBALL: There are a lot of NGOs.

STUART MALCHER: PSP providers.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: Yes, specific to the Permanency Support Program.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: How many were invited to participate?

ANNE CAMPBELL: There would have been 50 if there are 50 PSP providers—all of them—and also
the chairs of the boards, not just the CEOs.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: But you don't have a plan of further consultation with
the sector?

STUART MALCHER: No, we do. But to the secretary's point, we have been clear that we have an
incredible amount of design work to do. That design work is also built on the over 12 substantive reviews that we
have and the recommendations that come from them. There was extensive sector consultation in all of those—
through the system review, through IPART, through the Audit Office and through the Ombudsman's reports.
There hasn't been a lack of consultation throughout all of this process. The inputs from those reviews are feeding
into the design. As I said, we've got a workshop we're scheduling for 16 September. Obviously we'll have a formal
engagement process after that. But certainly we are getting ready to open a procurement as early as possible next
year, so we will run into probity issues about how much design work we can share with different stakeholder
groups as we get into the pointy end of that design work.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Just moving onto the no capacity to allocate, from what
I gather from the comments this morning—has the practice ceased or is it that the categories have changed?

STUART MALCHER: Again, I'd have to provide a fulsome explanation to give context to that. Under
the triage assessment policy, which is what the initial assessment policy has now replaced—and this is what the
Ombudsman highlighted in his review—there are small distinctions but, broadly speaking, it only recognised one
outcome. We got a suspected ROSH report from the helpline and it needed to be allocated to a caseworker to
undertake a face-to-face assessment. If a report didn't receive a face-to-face assessment, it was closed no capacity
to allocate. It was either that it got allocated or it got closed. As the Ombudsman highlighted in his report, that
closure reason wasn't appropriate. It wasn't fulfilling our duty under section 30 to determine ROSH in all instances
and it also wasn't reflective of the work that was happening.

Within that broad closure category of no capacity to allocate, you had families who were likely not at
ROSH and didn't warrant a statutory intervention. You had families where adequate arrangements were in place
and things were already happening to address whatever those concerns were. In some instances you had a lot of
work being done by CSC staff to provide support, or by the sector in terms of referrals and additional support for
those families. We had no ability to track or record or report on that because we captured it all under this umbrella
term of no capacity to allocate. The policy more substantively repositions our approach to managing and the
decision-making we make across those suspected ROSH reports as they come into a CSC. It's not a like for like.
Under that process, we have a clear, immediate and urgent prioritisation pathway. When a report comes in, it
needs to go straight to a caseworker.
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: And that will—
STUART MALCHER: That will be a face-to-face assessment.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: —guarantee a face to face?

STUART MALCHER: Yes. And then every other ROSH report receives a part A prioritisation
assessment where we can objectively analyse the concerns that have been reported and what we know about the
family, and make a decision as to whether this family warrants allocation and goes on an allocation pathway. If,
realistically, capacity isn't going to permit a face-to-face assessment, it goes on an early support pathway. Through
that early support pathway, we then are able to articulate what early support has been offered. Depending on what
happens and what we're able to do for that family in that process, there are now 12 closure reasons that provide a
disaggregated breakdown of the type of service or support, including if support isn't available and that results in
the family exiting or the report being closed.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Can I get the list of the 12 closures?
STUART MALCHER: Certainly.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: The reality is there will be cases where, due to not
enough caseworkers, a case can't be allocated.

STUART MALCHER: Correct.
The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: How is that recorded in the system?

STUART MALCHER: It would be recorded that a case was closed without further support and that
there was a lack of service or support available.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: When did the new categories come into place?
STUART MALCHER: The policy went live on 29 July.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Could I also get—whether it's on notice or now—the
difference between the first category, which is face to face, and then the second? What are the criteria around
what would ensure a face-to-face visit versus being allocated to another service?

STUART MALCHER: Sure. There are two parts to the assessment. Again, this is what the new policy
makes much clearer. We're certainly happy to share the collateral that sits alongside the report. The intention is to
publish the policy, so it'll all be in the public domain. Within the prioritisation assessment—again, as identified
by the Ombudsman—there is essentially a two-factor assessment criteria that is applied. That is an objective
assessment about the severity and the harm that we are concerned that child may experience, and then that gives
us an objective way to then rank. Ultimately, the prioritisation process is partly objective—what are the
circumstances for this family?—and partly subjective—how does that compare with the other families we're
concerned about in this time? We clearly separate out those two components so that we can assess was this an
incorrect objective screening of the relative risks for this child or was this a contextual issue related to other
matters that were happening for the CSC at that time. That is the type of specificity that we'll be able to identify
and report through this process.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Is Al being used at all in the early stage?
STUART MALCHER: No.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: It is all still human. That's good, compared to some
other jurisdictions.

STUART MALCHER: We just got rid of actuarial tools. We're not quite ready for Al.
The ACTING CHAIR: I feel that would be a radical slip right now. Let's not do that.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: In the current budget, how much has been allocated to
support emerging ACCOs?

ANNE CAMPBELL: I'd need to take that on notice, but as I mentioned before, with the Community
and Family Support Program, that has had an increase this year, with the 4.75 per cent. There is to be a
procurement approach in relation to ACCOs. That's all I can say at the moment.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: If you could also take on notice if there are any funds
that have been specifically allocated to support ACCOs around residential or ITC capacity—the forward plan.

ANNE CAMPBELL: I don't think so, but we can take that on notice.
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: 1 have a couple of questions around Thriving Kids.
In regard to the gap analysis, I'm interested to know where you have identified service gaps. Has that been done
by LGA or by districts?

ANNE CAMPBELL: I might start off and then throw to you, Ms Dendle. The request for information,
which is what I think you're talking about—certainly the results of that showed pretty good coverage across the
State, which surprised us, to be frank. We thought there might be gaps, given our agency and the New South
Wales Government has not been delivering specialist disability services. I don't know if Ms Dendle can add
anything else?

ZOE DENDLE: We've done a range of different modelling. As Ms Campbell mentioned, from the
request for information we had enough assurance from that market sounding exercise that we had statewide
coverage to move into the open expression of interest. We've now gone to the request for tender. The modelling
had been done at LHD and LGA level. In terms of gaps, we won't know the outcome of that until we've concluded
this first tranche of procurement. Then, if there are any service gaps, or we know we need to increase specifically
safer Aboriginal-led delivery models, that would be part of the second tranche of procurement.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: The first tranche closed just last week. Is that right?

ZOE DENDLE: Correct. The request for tender closed on 14 August. The expression of interest was
open to all providers, and that was open in May. Then the request for tender opened in July, and that one closed
on 14 August.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: How many providers were invited to first do an
expression of interest?

ZOE DENDLE: The expression of interest was open to all providers. That wasn't select. That was open
to all not-for-profit and for-profit.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: How many providers was it sent to?

ZOE DENDLE: I can say that there were about over 1,600 responses to the expression of interest. Then,
following assessment criteria of the expression of interest, there was a select group of providers that were invited
to the request for tender. I can say that in response to the request for tender, we've had over 1,700 proposals.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: So 1,600 providers responded.

ZOE DENDLE: Over 1,600 organisations registered for the expression of interest. Then a subset of
those providers was invited to the request for tender. Part of the request for —because it's service packages, it is
not a like-for-like number of organisations that equate to proposals. As part of the request for tender, organisations
submitted—we've received over 1,700 responses for proposals. That, again, shows good statewide coverage. That
also includes ACCOs and ACCHOs. But once we've been through the assessment process for the request for
tender, we'll further know if there are any gaps in coverage.

What we know from the responses is there is the statewide footprint, but we'll go through the assessment
process. We'll then see if there are any gaps that we need to address. That will be addressed in the second tranche
of procurement. I should also mention that some funding was held back from this first tranche, so in tranche two
we can focus on specific Aboriginal delivery.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: When is the second tranche being announced?

ZOE DENDLE: There'll be further detail available from October as to when that will be opened; but,
again, it will be dependent on the conclusion of the current tranche of procurement.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: When will you know where those gaps are? Obviously,
it closed two weeks ago. You're going through that now. When will you have an idea of the areas that won't have
services as of early October?

ZOE DENDLE: We've got to go through the evaluation assessment process. Obviously, with over
1,700 proposals, that will take some time to do that. Then we'll start to bring general support services online in
batches from October, and then targeted supports from January. But to answer your specific question about when
will we know around gaps, we'll know at the conclusion of the tender—what they call tender evaluation
committees—before we go into contract negotiation. We hope to have line of sight of that by the end of September,
which is why further detail will be available from October for that second tranche of procurement.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Then, after that, you're confident that all areas would
be covered, ideally.
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ZOE DENDLE: Again, it will depend on the outcomes of the assessments, but what we know from the
proposals, there is statewide coverage. We do know that we'll need to do more specifically around Aboriginal
service delivery models as part of that tranche two procurement. Over the coming months, we'll be doing some
targeted consultation to help inform that design as well.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: I have a broad question in relation to the prevention of
cruelty to animals amendment bill. From a disability perspective, was the department consulted in any way on the
legislation?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: Ms Maclaren-Jones, whose legislation—

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: It's actually Minister Moriarty's portfolio, but I was just
interested if there was any engagement from a disability perspective.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: We're not aware. Typically, though, the policy and legal reform branch of DCJ
on that sort of legislation would be consulted or would have the opportunity to input. But I'm happy to come back
with a more informed response.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: And if there are any unintended consequences that could
impact people with disability.

MICHAEL TIDBALL: Of course.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: 1 just wanted to understand better the DCJ Alternate
Assessment tool in regard to the Safety in Care mandate and how that operates.

STUART MALCHER: More broadly, there has been a lot of work happening to improve our safety in
care responses for children in out-of-home care when they're subject to a ROSH report but also where there are
other concerns related to reportable conduct or quality of care. Our suite of SDM tools that we have been using
and the interim approach that we've replaced them with are obviously designed to assess the safety of children
where they are living in the care of their parents or their legal guardians. This is an alternate framework that allows
us to assess the circumstances and needs of a child when they're in out-of-home care, and obviously the State
being the parent has a different set of thresholds and challenges.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Has the criteria or the assessment framework changed
at all in the last few years?

STUART MALCHER: It has changed. I'd have to get the exact date, but there was an OCG condition
around 2023—don't quote me on that year—that DCJ had to take actions to improve our Safety in Care process.
There was a new Safety in Care mandate that was released. As part of the reform work, we are in the process of
finalising a refreshed policy statement, and we will then be looking to build an updated assessment tool. The
Alternate Assessment was introduced around the same time that ChildStory went live, and we're just getting the
policy settings finalised. It's a tricky area of policy because we essentially have three overlapping duties that are
often happening either all together or some combination of them in terms of our obligation to assess ROSH where
there are ROSH concerns, reportable conduct obligations and also our duty of care as case managing and
exercising parental responsibility. It's giving clear guidance as to when one or a combination of all those three
things are present in an assessment and then making sure we have an assessment tool that's calibrated to those
obligations.

LAUREN DEAN: And just in support of Mr Malcher's response, if you don't mind, Ms Maclaren-Jones,
I think we might find it was 2021 that the OCG imposed those conditions. What I would also say is that the
continued lockstep partnership between the policy arm and the operational arm means that we are working very,
very diligently to increase our responsiveness to children and young people in out-of-home care who are reported
at suspected ROSH as it relates to the Safety in Care mandate. There has been an absolute increased focus on
making sure that we are responding appropriately and completing that assessment in process.

The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: Could I get a breakdown for the last two years of the
number of ROSH reports and re-ROSH reports for young people in out-of-home care and, if possible, by
breakdown of resi care versus foster care?

LAUREN DEAN: Ms Maclaren-Jones, just to answer one part of that question, using the 2024-25
ROGS, the Report on Government Services, in relation to substantiated investigations, if you like, or risks that
were actually substantiated for children and young people in out-of-home care, it was actually 4.4 per cent. The
number is small, even though sometimes the reported number into us looks very large.
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The ACTING CHAIR: I have a couple of final questions, if that's okay. This may be you, Ms Dendle;
I'm not sure. Is there any specific provision for ACCOs in terms of the involvement in Thriving Kids, and how
will they be resourced to support kids with complex needs?

ZOE DENDLE: There are probably a few different components to that. As mentioned, as part of the
procurement process, that was open to all organisations, so we had some ACCOs and ACCHOs apply through
that process, which includes AMSs. Then, as part of the second tranche of procurement, we'll have a targeted
focus on Aboriginal-led service delivery models in areas where we know that there's going to be high need, so
we'll do some targeted consultation with the ACCO and ACCHO sector on that. In the coming weeks, we'll be
undertaking some sector and workforce consultation more broadly, but we're engaging an Aboriginal peak to work
specifically with ACCOs and ACCHOs around what type of sector and workforce activities they may need, which
will inform a sector and workforce plan. Before the end of the year, there'll also be a grant round that's opened,
which will include some capacity building for organisations and, in particular, for ACCOs and ACCHOs. So
there's a range of activities underway, and then we're also working closely with the Commonwealth on their
ACCO strengthening plan. They've engaged the organisations NACCHO and SNAICC to lead that work, so we've
been working closely with them on that as well.

ANNE CAMPBELL: IfI can add, Ms Higginson, you were talking about complex needs. That's not
part of Thriving Kids; that would be part of the NDIS and, as the Minister said this morning, they're grandfathered
if they're in the scheme. So, it's not really complex needs focused, Thriving Kids.

The ACTING CHAIR: Is there data available now in relation to the number of children with high needs
and disability who are supported by ACCOs?

ANNE CAMPBELL: We'd probably need to check with the Commonwealth, the NDIA.

ZOE DENDLE: Yes, that would be NDIS participant data. As Ms Campbell mentioned, under the
NDIS, more severe disabilities will stay accessing the NDIS, but also children who are currently in the scheme
will be grandfathered in. Thriving Kids will be specifically for the more low to moderate early developmental
delay and/or autism needs, so it'll be a different cohort.

The ACTING CHAIR: Obviously, though, you have in your system the capacity to understand who's
there with high needs and to deal with that in the way that the DCJ system is interacting with those young people?

ANNE CAMPBELL: Yes. I think the other key thing that'll be important with Thriving Kids is how
we intersect with the NDIA, so that families aren't being pushed between various Commonwealth and State
programs. That's a work in progress at the moment, because the Commonwealth will also be delivering some sort
of services as well. And then you've got the NDIA, who obviously will continue to provide support for those with
higher support needs that meet the definition of the NDIS Act.

ZOE DENDLE: The NDIA also publishes a lot of their data, so some of that detail on NDIS participants
would be publicly available as well.

The ACTING CHAIR: That brings our session to a conclusion. Are there any final things that you
would like to provide?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: Yes, if  may. I've just looked it up. Mrs Maclaren-Jones, in relation to ACCOs,
I was remiss to have not highlighted—and you'll be able to find the announcement. I'm happy to provide it to the
Committee if it assists. In relation to ACCOs and enabling ACCOs, the announcement of a million dollars of
funding by the Premier and Minister Washington on 24 February of this year in a new grant program to sustainably
grow ACCOs and provide support to children and families across New South Wales.

Secondly, in relation to—if I can just clarify, and it's important I do this—the non-disclosure agreement,
there were two different payments, the $39,000 and then the ex gratia of $15,000. The NDA arose in respect of
the first, which was not the ex gratia. It was in relation to the payment to the organisation. Can I say, I would be
less surprised, given the nature of that payment, with it being generated within the department. On the evidence
I have, having made inquiries through the day, my understanding is that that emerged within the department.

Thirdly, just in relation to the question of the young person resident with the carer—again, having made
inquiries through the day, I think the assertion was that for the young person, that was the primary place of
residence. I don't believe there is a suggestion that the child was not there for the two-year period. I think the
question of movements and that sort of thing may be less clear. But my clear understanding is that the young
person did have a relationship and was significantly present in that home of the carer.
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The Hon. NATASHA MACLAREN-JONES: The correspondence refers to the stat decs that were
provided to the Minister's office in relation to that ex gratia, but they weren't provided in the SO 52. If you could
look into why that additional information wasn't provided?

MICHAEL TIDBALL: I'm happy to do that.

LAUREN DEAN: Mrs Maclaren-Jones, if you don't mind, could I just come back to one of your
questions earlier about the workers comp claims for child protection staff for the last financial year? I'm advised
that there were 218 new claims in that last financial year, and the breakdown of such was 73 per cent with
psychological injury and 27 per cent in relation to physical injury.

The ACTING CHAIR: Thank you all for your time and attendance today. The Committee secretariat
will be in touch in the near future regarding any questions taken on notice and any supplementary questions.
As always, we are very grateful for your attendance, your expertise and the evidence that you provided.

(The witnesses withdrew.)

The Committee proceeded to deliberate.
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