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Excerpt 1 
Alex Marques: Hello and welcome to Top law, I’m Alex Marques. Today on Top law, we’ll look at the Appeals Guest Placement Program for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Liaison Officers in the DSS, and later in the show, our regular legislation bulletin board.
At its last meeting a few weeks ago, the department’s Corporate Management Committee approved the extension of the Appeals Guest Placement Program for AILOs to all states from the first of July this year. Under the program, all our AILOs will have short placements with the various players in the Social Security Review and Appeals System, such as Authorised Review Officers, the Appeals Tribunals, and even the agencies that represent our customers, such as Welfare Rights. The aim is to make AILOs more familiar with the processes involved, so they can confidently advise our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander customers about exercising their rights of review. As next week is NAIDOC Week, we thought it was an appropriate time to look closely at this initiative.
Later on we’ll be showing an interview with an AILO who has participated in the pilot program.
But first, I’ll be speaking to Stephen Garrett from the Legal Services Division who originally conceived the idea behind the program, and has done much of the work in getting it up and running. 
Also with me in the studio, is Robyn Forester, the Assistant Director of Aboriginal Torres Strait Islander Services in National Administration.
Excerpt 2 
Alex Marques: Robyn, do we know why there are so few appeals against the Department of Social Security from our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander customers?
Robyn Forester: I guess there is a few reasons why a lot of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander customers do not appeal against the decisions. One of them is the fact that we do not promote the appeals system very well, and a lot of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander customers are unaware that they do have the ability to appeal against a decision.
Another reason for those that do know that the system is there to actually appeal against, a lot of them feel that they’re going to upset the bureaucracy if they do appeal against a decision. So I think it’s, you know, a lot of the fact is that we need to promote the fact to the wider community that the appeals process is there for them to appeal against an adverse decision.
Alex Marques: What are the likely benefits from the AILO Appeals Placement Program from the point of view of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander customers?
Robyn Forester: Some of the benefits is that it will allow our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Liaison Officers an insight into the processes that we go through as far as appeals go, with them having the knowledge so that they can pass it on to the wider community. They can let Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander customers know what the processes are, and letting them know that it is there and it’s not quite, you know, as difficult to, or scary – if you’d like to turn better of a word – to appeal against a decision that’s been taken. Yeah.
Alex Marques: And how will the program, sorry, how will the program operate in practice?
Robyn Forester: Okay, the program will operate in such a way that it started within Queensland and in the Northern Territory in January this year, and has been opened up to the rest of Australia from 1 July. And what will basically happen is that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Liaison Officers initially will be given the opportunity to work in 2-week placements with – working alongside the Authorised Review Officers, the Social Security Appeals Tribunal, and even to the extent of going and sitting in some of the Administrative Appeals Tribunal Hearings so that they get an insight into what actually occurs and goes on. 
Alex Marques: I understand there has been a pilot program in practice. Can you tell us a little bit about that?
Robyn Forester: Okay, the pilot program, which has been operating, commenced in Queensland, and Sharon Blaney, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Liaison Officer from the Caboolture Office, was the first officer that was involved in this placement, and she did some work in being involved with what was happening at the Social Security Appeals Tribunal in Brisbane and actually sat on a hearing with the Administrative Appeals Tribunal as well.
Alex Marques: As Robyn mentioned, Sharon Blaney is one of the department’s original AILOs, and is currently engaged in the placement program. Sharon has been an AILO for the past 3 years and operates from the Caboolture Office in Queensland. Travelling is required to liaise with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations and communities in the region. Organisations such as the Aboriginal Welfare Centre in Caloundra have enabled Sharon to contact individuals who may be entitled to some assistance from the DSS.
Excerpt 3
Alex Marques: How did you become involved in the AILO Appeals Placement Program?
Sharon Blaney: I responded to a report that Steve Garrett had written questioning why Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander clients were not accessing the appeals system – or there were no numbers on Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people.
Alex Marques: So, how did you respond to Steve’s report?
Sharon Blaney: I responded to Steve’s report by explaining that as an Aboriginal Liaison Officer in a regional office, that, if a client wasn’t happy with a decision, I would go and pull a file, have a look at the decision that was actually made. 
I would then apply the correct legislation, and if the decision, I felt, was incorrect, I would go back to the decision-maker and have a talk to them. If we couldn’t get the decision overturned at that stage, I would go back to the client and tell them the reason why, and explain the legislation to them in a simple form.
If, at that stage, they want to appeal and they’re not satisfied with the answers that I’ve given them, I will then send them on to the ARO [Authorised Review Officer]. Now, in the time that I’ve been an AILO, I’ve had one case go to the ARO. 
Alex Marques: Going back to the Appeals Placement Program, what placements have you had so far?
Sharon Blaney: Out of the 5 placements I’ve done 2. I’ve had 3 days with the Social Security Appeals Tribunal where we went through different programs. I had to … I sort of started off right from the beginning at their registry and went right through to sitting in on a case and writing up a decision. 
With the External Appeals, I spent half a day with Alex, from the Brisbane office, actually, at the Magistrates’ Court in Maroochydore. I come in and I had to talk to him an hour early, and we just talked about the decision, and from the department’s point of view and what was actually happening, and sat in on a decision where we had a sitting member.
Alex Marques: And do you have any further placements planned?
Sharon Blaney: Yes, I have, I have 3 more placements planned. They are with the Ombudsman’s Office for 2 days, Welfare Rights, 2 days, the Ombudsmans, 3 days, and the AHE, 3 days.
Alex Marques: Do you think the placements have further equipped you to be more effective as an AILO?
Sharon Blaney: It’s given me insight into … background into the way that decisions are made at that level. For me, working with a client, and on a one-to-one, I can be more … I can explain it in, not so much as simpler language, but in a more frank – I know what’s happened. I can go back then and have first-hand information that ‘Yes, I know it’s going to work like this, this is how they’re going to make the decision’, this is … and be a lot more confident in encouraging a client to go along that path.
So, yes, I think it was useful.


Excerpt 4 
Alex Marques: Now that the CMC has decided to extend the program to all the states, is there a timetable?
Robyn Forester: There is a timetable. It’s not specific as to exactly which states will be coming online at what particular times, but we are hopeful, now that we’ve got the agreement from the CMC, that this is a giant step forward. We’ll be looking at bringing all states on as soon as possible, and being able to ensure that the staff that we do have – we’ve got approximately 500 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff nationally – and that those staff out there that are interested in being involved in this process and in this project will be able to have an opportunity to participate. I must also say that there will be a 2-way feedback process happening between National Administration and the network out there, and that the program will be evaluated in 1997 with small evaluations and reviews ongoing throughout the life of the project.
Alex Marques: Steve, at the end of this process, could individual AILOs be concerned that they’re going against the best interest of Social Security by advising their clients to appeal unfavourable decisions?
Stephen Garrett: Alex, that’s what we call a classic conflict of interest situation. What AILOs will very quickly pick up is that what they’re doing is in the best interests of the client. Our department is committed to ensuring that each of its clients gets its full entitlement and our officers have no fear about taking decisions against other people in the network or encouraging our clients to take up their responsibility.
Excerpt 5 
Alex Marques: Thank you Steve, and thank you Robyn for joining us on Top law today.
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