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OFFICIAL

Minutes

Agenda Item 1		Welcome, apologies and conflicts of interest 
Chair welcomed members, noted apologies from Caitlin Langford, Gwen Cherne and Brad Murphy (day 1 only) and asked any conflicts of interest.  No conflicts raised from members.

Chair acknowledged retirement of Dr Jenny Firman and Ms Gwen Cherne and due to restructure that Andrew Kefford will no longer be the Deputy Secretary for Open Arms.  Chair thanked Jenny, Gwen and Andrew for their contributions to the committee.  

Acknowledgement of country offered by Leonie Nowland. 

Agenda Item 2		Action Items of previous meeting
Chair addressed action item
2025 – 05 and 2025 – 06 were provided to members in hard copy and will be distributed electronically by secretariat.   
Documents will be made available on Open Arms website and will be shared with ESO’s. 

Chair provided information regarding tenure of membership and the process for providing nominations for the Minister. Current members can elect to be considered for a further term and Open Arms staff will contact members to discuss their preferences and provide this to the Minister for consideration and approval.  


Agenda Item 3		Special Envoy Remarks
Special Envoy Mr Gosling was welcomed to the meeting by NAC Chair. 
Mr Gosling thanked members for the invitation and Ms Nowland for the acknowledgement of country.  

· Mr Gosling introduced himself to members and provided a personal background which included a recount of his and his families’ military careers. 
· Mr Gosling explained the role of the Special Envoy and advised that this is his fourth term in office and has been appointed by the Prime Minister to be Special Envoy to Defence, Veterans Affairs and the Northern Territory for a second term.  His role is to assist Ministers in performing their roles effectively. 
· Mr Gosling provided members an overview of defence members in the Northern Territory and challenges they may face because of location. Schools, amenities and liveability is important and often members don’t have family support within the same region, this is where Defence support groups are vital in assisting members and their families.  He acknowledged that members need to be supported from enlistment right through to the Last Post when they are laid to rest. 
· Mr Gosling thanked members for their effort and dedication to serving our community and vowed to be open to Open Arms services and NAC members. 


Agenda Item 4		DVA Deputy Secretary Remarks
Deputy Secretary McLaren was welcomed to the meeting by NAC Chair

Deputy Secretary McLaren provided members a brief personal background and outlined the Veteran, Family and Stakeholder Experience group (VFSEG).   Open Arms moved into the VFSEG in April 2025, and other divisions within the group include the Women Veterans’ Strategy, Ministerial Engagement & Communication, Office of Australian War Graves, Veteran Experience & Transition and Open Arms. 

Deputy Secretary McLaren updated members on the following items:
· New Chief Health Officer – Dr Steph Davis.    Ms McLaren thank Dr Firman for her advice to NAC. 
· New Veteran Families Advocate Commissioner – Ms Annabelle Wilson commencing 18 August 2025 
· Royal Commission recommendation 75
· Veteran legislation 
· Advocacy Institute
· Chaplaincy Program
· Open Arms Service Plan
· Claim lodgement advisors
· DVA organisational structure 

Deputy Secretary McLaren and members discussed the legislation noting that bulk of reforms come into effect on 1 July 2026. Claims over 800 days old have been a priority for the department to reduce the average wait times for claims. 

The Advocacy Institute is being established with Mr Michael von Berg leading. Guidelines for Advocates have been enhanced, and a communication campaign will commence soon to inform the veteran community.

Deputy Secretary McLaren discussed opportunities and challenges facing Open Arms, including Defence members being moved into Northern Australia and that Open Arms service needs to shadow this plan as any increase in defence members can be an increase in Open Arms client numbers. 

Open Arms needs to ensure that the Model of Care is fit for purpose for veterans and their families to ensure we can deliver a service across Australia in a safe environment for clients and staff. 

Members raised the following items with Deputy Secretary McLaren.
· Open Arms model of care
· Outreach Provider Program
· Claim lodgement advisors 
· Defence members held in abeyance until claims are determined

Deputy Secretary McLaren thanked members for their contributions to the discussion.  

	No.
	Action
	Assigned to 

	2025 – 07
	Provide members the DVA organisational structure 
	Deputy Secretary VFSEG via Secretariat




Agenda Item 5		First Assistant Secretary Update
First Assistant Secretary Nowland provided members an update on the expansion of the treatment principles to now include social workers who are not mentally accredited, counsellors, mental health accredited nurses and occupational therapists. These occupations can now be contracted as outreach program counsellors to assist where there may be gaps in service provision. 

First Assistant Secretary Nowland discussed the strategic planning of Open Arms to indicate what people want, how clients use the service and how Open Arms can provide a fulsome service rather than duplicating services are already available.  The timeframe for the service delivery and design will be approximately 6 months and will report to NAC members during FAS update at next meeting. 
 
 



 First Assistant Secretary Nowland updated members on the following items:
· Open Arms accreditation – Assessors may wish to talk to NAC members
· Learning & Development strategy – now FAS cleared, ensuring all staff have the right training to service clients, not just clinical staff. 
· New Open Arms case management system due to be released in March 2026
· Royal Commission recommendation 75 – external review due to commence in 2027. 

Member posed the following question.
Will there be training in the new CMS and can training updates be placed on the Open Arms website? FAS advised that we will provide training for all allied providers and staff and training and updates will be placed on the website and through webinars. 


Agenda Item 6		Assistant Secretary Update

Clinical Operations - Assistant Secretary Mr Burvill provided members an update on client numbers within Open Arms.

Data included
· 50 % of clients are veterans,  of this percentage 76% are male. 
· 17% of clients are current serving members, of this percentage 69% identify as male. 
· 39% of client are family members, of this percentage 84% identify as female.         
· Top three presenting issues remain steady with Anxiety 34%,  Relationships 30% and Depression 29%
· Total individual clients 24/25: 40,562 against a three-year average of  44,384 
· Total Appointments 347,813 against a three-year average of 389,569
· 1:1 accounted for 230,116 sessions
· Client Assist team continues to take up to 9000 calls per month
· Call wait times have been falling month by month following additional recruitment of non-clinical and clinical staff.
· Current call wait-time average (July) is 60 seconds.
· Call back wait-time by a clinician to conduct an intake is reducing each month. Current wait times are around two weeks, with a max of 3 weeks.
· Time from intake to first session with an allocated clinician is an average of 16 days.
· Currently providing services out of 19 centres and 13 satellite centres, nationally with upgrades to properties as leases expire.
· Managing expectations of clients and staff is the largest challenge facing the service. 
· Workforce stability: transition from 80+% contracted to 80+% ongoing APS staff.
· Current Open Arms workforce ~ 400. 
· Clinical Operations Branch: 10 Regional Directors and 1 Client Assist Director.
· Partnership with Gallipoli Medical research for Peer led group programs
· Incarcerated veterans program – peer led inreach program in WA currently in 4 prisons

Member posed a scenario and asked how Open Arms would deal with the immediate escalation of a previous client suffering a traumatic flashback.  Assistant Secretary explained how client assist prioritises allocations and refers clients immediately to clinicians. 


Member asked a question regarding counselling for clients who are living or posted overseas, Assistant Secretary advised that Open Arms is unable to provide services to clients whilst they are overseas.   Members discussed overseas deployments and rules regarding legal issues and registration of clinicians. 


Agenda Item 7 		Regional Update

Regional Director NT provided members an update on the geographical structure of staff within the region, the number of intakes processed by local staff, the office locations and requirement for further expansion, local group programmes and how staff socialise clients into counselling and care coordination. 


Chair thanked members for their contributions throughout the day and closed day 1. 


 
DAY 2. 
Agenda Item 1 		

Chair welcomed members to day 2 and recap was provided, topics included:
1) Special Envoy Update
2) Deputy Secretary Update
3) First Assistant Secretary Update
4) Regional update


Agenda Item 2	             Interim Defence and Veterans’ Services Commission

Ms Pulko was welcomed to the meeting by NAC Chair

Ms Pulko provided members with an update on the Defence and Veterans’ Service Commission (DVSC). The commission has been stood up as a result of the Royal Commission into Defence and Veteran Suicide recommendation 122.  The commission is to be in effect as at 29 September 2025. Current interim commissioner is Mr Michael Manthorpe who will complete his tenure on 1 September 2025 and acting arrangements will be in place until appointment of a permanent commissioner.   

The commission is an independent entity with powers enshrined in legislation, Senate are currently reviewing powers of the DVSC and their report is due by the end of August. Recommendations by the current interim commissioner were provided as part of the submission . 

Discussions were held between members and Ms Pulko regarding the placement of the commission within the Defence Portfolio.  Ms Pulko advised the commission is a separate entity and although it will have vision between Defence and DVA the commission does not report to either department. 

	No.
	Action
	Assigned to 

	2025 – 08
	Letter to be written to Minister to provide NAC member opinion regarding commission
	Chair

	2025 – 09
	Commissioner Manthorpe submission to be provided to members
	Secretariat










Agenda Item 2	             Wellbeing Agency Update

Deputy Secretary Blewitt was welcomed to the meeting by NAC Chair

Deputy Secretary Blewitt presented to members on Royal Commission into Defence and Veteran Suicide recommendations 87 Establish a new agency focussed on veteran wellbeing, and 89 Establish a national peak body for ex-service organisations. 

Deputy Secretary Blewitt explained that the wellbeing agency will be an executive agency but will sit within the DVA portfolio. 

Veterans, Families, ESO, Providers and other government departments were part of the designing phase. 
Consultations were held regarding the establishment of a new wellbeing agency 
44 consultation sessions, 
619 attendees, 
151 online surveys, and 
15 one on one interviews were completed.  

Sessions were held in 
15 cities and regional centres, 
3 virtual sessions for ESO / General public and 
2 virtual sessions for DVA staff and families. 

Feedback from these sessions was collated and a large percentage were satisfied or higher and felt that their views were listened to. 

The agency will be embedded into the community to keep communities informed of service offerings and how the agency can continue support to veterans and families. It will be proactive to capture people who may not be aware of entitlement of services, how they access services or to reach out to clients who have disengaged. 


Deputy Secretary Blewitt discussed the ESO peak body and the consultation sessions held, 
32 individual and group sessions, 
121 people across ESO and community organisations attended, 
17 submissions received. 
ESO’s are keen to have a service standard to allow clients to have confidence in service providers. 

Members and Deputy Secretary Blewitt discussed the role of the wellbeing agency and peak body in relation to the work Open Arms has been doing and what it should focus on in the future.   Open Arms is a Service Delivery offer and the agency is a connector of services, there should not be an overlap of responsibilities.  The agency is not to duplicate services. 


Agenda Item 3	             Member Submission

Mr Ball presented members a history of the NAC from its inception in 1981 and the attendees for those meetings, a historian is documenting the history of the VVAA and has been working full time for the past 5 years.  Minutes from the initial meets are being sourced through DVA but due to the records needing to be digitised from storage this is taking longer than initially thought. 

Mr Ball raised that historically a letter was sent from the chair of the NAC and sent to the Minister. 
Members discussed and agreed that Chair of NAC would write to the Minister after every NAC meeting. 


	No.
	Action
	Assigned to 

	2025 – 10
	Chair to author letter to be sent to the Minister after each meeting
	Chair





Agenda Item 4	             Royal Commission update - Recommendation 75

First Assistant Secretary Carmody was welcomed to the meeting by NAC Chair

First Assistant Secretary Carmody provided members with an update regarding recommendation 75 of the Royal Commission into Defence and Veteran Suicide and the preparatory work her team is leading prior to the commencement of the Independent Review of Open Arms in 2027.  

Ms Carmody noted the volume of information provided to the Royal Commission, some of which is historical and that her team is considering that information and contemporary information to provide a current view of Open Arms.

First Assistant Secretary Carmody advised that she is holding open door sessions with staff that are being very well received. The discussion covered OPCs, engagement with clinical expertise and the benefits of this work in preparation for the Independent Review in 2027.

Agenda Item 5               Role of Open Arms in supporting veterans who are prescribed medicinal cannabis, ketamine and other medications

Chief Psychiatrist updated members on the DVA approval rates for medical cannabis and other medications. 


Agenda Item 6 		Rehabilitation Services

Held over until next meeting. 


Chair provided a summary of topics from meeting. 
Thanked members for their contributions and wished everyone safe travels home.

Meeting closed: 4:52 pm.



















	Members 
	Members 

	Dr Andrew Khoo
	Chair - Psychiatrist

	Ms Karen Bird  (virtual)
	Deputy Chair - Lived Experience Family Member

	Dr Richard Magtengaard  
	Psychiatrist

	Dr Brad Murphy
	General Practitioner

	Mr Max Ball  
	Vietnam Veterans Association of Australia

	Ms Lidia Hall
	Lived Experience Family Member

	Ms Jane Pool
	Social Worker

	Mr Dave Farrell  
	Contemporary Veteran

	Ms Megan Fry
	Psychologist

	Ex-Officio Members
	

	Ms Leonie Nowland 
	First Assistant Secretary, Open Arms

	Dr Jon Lane
	A/g Chief Psychiatrist, Department of Veterans’ Affairs

	Ms Libby Cremen
	Director General, Defence Members and Families Support

	Apologies
	

	Dr Steph Davis
	Chief Health Officer, Department of Veterans’ Affairs

	BRIG Caitlin Langford 
	Director General Mental Health and Wellbeing, Defence People Group

	Ms Gwen Cherne 
	Veteran Family Advocate 

	Invited Guests
	

	Mr Luke Gosling
	Special Envoy for Defence, Veterans' Affairs and Northern Australia

	Ms Alison McLaren
	Deputy Secretary - Veteran, Family & Stakeholder Experience

	Mr Michael Burvill
	Assistant Secretary, Clinical Operations – Open Arms

	Ms Lisa Pulko (virtual)
	Interim Defence and Veterans’ Services Commission

	Ms Jennifer Buckler (virtual)
	Assistant Secretary, Rehabilitation Branch, Policy Programs Group

	Ms Teena Blewitt (virtual)
	First Assistant Secretary - Wellbeing Agency Taskforce

	Ms Lisa Carmody (virtual)
	First Assistant Secretary - Veteran, Family & Stakeholder Experience

	Secretariat
	

	Ms Karen Humphreys
	Executive Officer 
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