o

NSW@&HEALTH

P10/583

The Hon Paul Gibson MP
Chair

Legislative Assembly
Public Accounts Committee
Parliament House
Macquarie Sireet

SYDNEY NSW 2000

Dear Mr Gibson

I write in response to your request for a submission outlining the NSW Department of
Health's response to the Auditor-General’'s Report No 189, Helping Aboriginal Defendants
through MERIT.

NSW Health is strongly committed to developing strategies to improve health and criminal
justice outcomes for Aboriginal people, including access to drug diversion programs.

| would like to reiterate my earlier advice to the Auditor-General that MERIT is fully funded
by the Commonwealth Government, previously under COAG and now under the National

Healthcare Agreement. As such, the program has had to operate within strict parameters

outside the discretion of the NSW Government. -

The summary of the NSW Health's implementation of the 16 recommendations relevant to
the Department is attached. Ten of the recommendations are either already being actioned
or are being implemented through existing processes, these are: 3,5,8,10,12, 13-17.

The remaining six recommendations touch on matters of policy, clinical policy or resource
constraints, and therefore implementation of the recommendations is subject to a number of
caveats:

o Rec 4 —expansion to more courts: This is subject to available resources,
however MERIT has expanded to three new courts in the last 12 months: Ryde,
Woy Woy and Coffs Harbour.

o Rec 6 —referring clients to other services when capacity is reached but remaining
as case manager. This is not supported as it is inconsistent with the principle of
not displacing voluntary patients.

o Rec 7 —making MERIT staff permanent. Recruitment is constrained by funding
for MERIT being provided under the four year National Health Care Agreement
and NSW Government recruitment policy.

o Rec 9 - Revise eligibility criteria. Advice has been sought from the
Commonwealth, but no formal response received. This is also being reviewed in
the revision of the Operational manual.
NSW Department of Health
ABN 92 697 899 630
73 Miller 5t North Sydney NSW 2060
Locked Mail Bag 961 North Sydney NSW 2059
Tel (02) 9391 9000 Fax (02) 9391 9101
i Website www.health.nsw.gov.au



o Rec 18 — Set targets for completion rates. Completion rates are dependent on
factors outside of the control of MERIT teams. This would only be supported for
the purpose of internal program management.

o Rec 19 - reporting. Annual reports are already being published, however

~comparison between MERIT teams should not be publicly reported.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide a submission on the implementation of the
recommendations of Helping Aboriginal Defendants through MERIT. Any inquiries may be
directed to Mr David McGrath, Director, Mental Health and Drug & Alcohol Programs, NSW
Health on 9391 9262.

Yours sincerely

,ZW /%w&):

V%
Richard Matthews AM
Deputy Director-General, Strategic Development
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