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I am pleased to provide the ACT Government’s response to the Assembly 

Resolution of 15 May 2019, which encourages the Government to work with 

stakeholders to establish a framework for a collaborative community-based sexual 

health outreach and to consider a sexual health awareness week. I would also like to 

acknowledge the work and advocacy of Ms Cheyne. Her commitment in this area of 

health policy is to be commended. 

The ACT Government is committed to improving the health and wellbeing of 

Canberrans. Sexual health is an integral component of a person’s wellbeing and 

must be considered when taking a holistic approach to improving health in the 

community. Unfortunately, bacterial sexually transmissible infections (STI) are on the 

rise across Australia and the ACT is no exception.  

One aspect of this increase, which presents a challenge for our health services, is 

that many STIs are commonly asymptomatic. For example, it is estimated that 75% 

of women and 50% of men infected with chlamydia have no obvious symptoms. 

Research conducted by the ACT Health Directorate in 2019 showed that many 

young Canberrans are unaware that they may not experience symptoms if they have 

an STI. This means that many people who have an infection will have no idea of the 

possibility and will not seek testing or treatment. 

Over the past five years notifications for many STIs have increased considerably. 

The data shows that chlamydia infection rates are increasing, and it is likely to have 

the highest rates of undiagnosed illness for STIs in the ACT. There are a variety of 

explanations for this increase. However, these are complex and cannot be 

addressed through a one-size-fits-all approach.  

The Healthy Canberra: ACT Preventive Health Plan 2020-2025 (the Plan), which 

I released in December last year, includes a focus on reducing risky behaviours to 

prevent the spread of STIs and Blood-Borne Viruses (BBV) in the territory.  

The Plan and the Government’s approach recognises the need for genuine and 

ongoing collaboration with the wider sexual health sector to identify and address 

priority areas for the ACT. To achieve this, the ACT government engages regularly 

and constructively through the ACT Sexually Transmissible Infection and Blood 

Borne Virus Health Advisory Committee (HAC).  
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The HAC was established in 2019 and comprises engaged members of the STI/BBV 

sector and government representatives, including the Chief Health Officer. HAC 

members advise on and assist in the implementation of the goals of key strategies 

which the ACT Government has committed to, including: 

• the ACT Statement of Priorities 2016-2020: Hepatitis B, Hepatitis C, HIV and 

Sexually Transmissible Infections (the Statement of Priorities); and 

• the National Strategies for Hepatitis C; Hepatitis B; HIV; STIs; and Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait lslander BBVs and STIs.  

The HAC has a workplan which identifies and prioritises areas of work for STI and 

BBV-related matters in the ACT. Crucially, the HAC will continue to strengthen and 

sustain the partnerships that have been developed in the ACT over many years, 

while using the opportunity to address potential gaps, maximise strengths of the 

sector, and adapt to the changing environment. 

To ensure that the goals are achieved the Government is investing approximately 

$3.5 million annually to the community sector to fund sexual health services, 

including six outreach programs across the Territory.  

The programs currently funded in the ACT are aimed at offering screening and 

education to priority and vulnerable populations – to increase awareness and 

promote testing among populations most impacted by STIs. These programs include 

outreach services to young people and men who have sex with men.  

The ACT Health Directorate is in the process of analysing the needs of the 

community and ensuring that services meet these needs both now and in the future. 

This will include a review of the sexual health outreach services to ensure that there 

are adequate and appropriate outreach programs for priority populations in the ACT. 

This approach to service delivery supports the Government’s priorities to reduce 

inequality and to promote preventative health and wellbeing for Canberrans.  

We are determined to integrate evidence into policy and services, to reduce risk and 

the burden of disease experienced by all in the community. This involves consulting 

and engaging with the community and non-government organisations, while also 

considering the research published by experts in the field. For example, online 



  Page 4 of 6 

sexual health services are an emerging area of outreach service delivery, and the 

Government is considering how this form of outreach could be better used to 

improve the health of Canberrans.  

In the last five years, the ACT Government has invested heavily in research to 

evaluate the needs of the sector and the best approaches to promote screening and 

testing for priority populations. This has provided an evidence base for the 

Government to fund programs and activities to maximize the receipt and impact of 

messaging, and the types of messages most likely to promote action.  

The Kirby Institute conducted a systematic review of outreach screening for 

chlamydia and gonorrhoea in 2013. This study reviewed a range of outreach 

programs, including programs undertaken in Canberra. The study found that “to 

maximise the benefits of outreach, programs should specifically target groups at risk 

of STIs who have limited access to sexual health services. The key aim to an 

outreach initiative should be to respond to an unmet need, rather than simply trying 

to maximise testing numbers.”  

What this tells us is that outreach services are crucial to reach specific populations; 

however, this is not a tool that should necessarily be used to generally increase the 

number of people seeking testing and treatment in the community.  

Another consideration around promotion of testing and treatment is whether 

appropriate services and care are available to meet demand. Over the last 

12 months, the HAC has identified workforce development and supporting primary 

care as key strategies to increasing sexual health testing. 

In 2019, the HAC worked together to develop a comprehensive multi-year workplan. 

This workplan will be reviewed each year to respond to emerging issues and to 

reprioritise based on the needs of the community. The workplan recognises the 

necessity of working in close collaboration with STI/BBV sector stakeholders and 

building on their collective knowledge and expertise to reach the priority and 

vulnerable populations.  
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Engaging priority populations on sexual health issues often requires targeted 

outreach, and as such, the HAC workplan incorporates outreach as an integral part 

of its framework. 

To support the workplan, In February 2020, the Implementation of HAC Workplan 

grant initiative was launched to address the increase in STI rates among young 

people aged 15-29 in the ACT. Up to $100,000 for collaborative proposals, and up to 

$50,000 for single-service proposals is available to eligible organisations if their 

application is successful.  

This grant initiative may be used to fund additional outreach testing, but most 

importantly will be responsive to community needs identified with the sector. In 

particular, the grant initiative will seek to fund projects that show innovation and 

collaboration. The current grant round will close on 3 April 2020 and will fund 

projects over the next 12 months, with a flexible approach being taken in light of the 

current circumstances.  

Ms Cheyne’s motion proposed that the ACT Government consider establishing a 

sexual health week. The Government has considered the evidence regarding the 

effectiveness of implementing a sexual health awareness week as agreed by the 

Assembly. However, evidence from the American Journal of Public Health suggests 

that awareness weeks are unlikely to have an impact on improving testing and 

treatment in the community.  

The Government will therefore not to pursue the establishment of an ACT Sexual 

Health Week at this time and will instead focus on developing health promotion 

activities in consultation and partnership with the HAC.  

The first of these activities will be a public media campaign that will look to increase 

awareness in target populations within the community. We anticipate that this 

campaign will roll out at the earliest appropriate time, taking into account the current 

COVID-19 pandemic.  

Our approach will continue to be based on a flexible and responsive framework, 

which aligns with ACT priorities and risk. Identifying these priorities and risks will be 

ongoing and will rely on continued collaboration with the community health sector.  
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STIs and blood-borne viruses are not like the flu – they are not seasonal and do not 

follow any obvious pattern of exposure throughout the year. However, where there 

are events throughout the year that potentially pose a higher risk for transmission of 

STIs or when people are more receptive to health messaging, the Government will 

work with the sector and affected populations to identify the most appropriate times, 

places and means to provide support. 

Sexual health outreach is one piece of a larger puzzle. The Government is working 

with the sector to put these pieces together to provide a responsive framework for a 

healthier Canberra. 

I want to take the opportunity to thank everyone involved in this work, from across 

government and the non-government STI/BBV sector. I know the Chief Health 

Officer shares Ms Cheyne’s passion for promoting the importance of sexual health 

and is looking forward to the opportunity to roll out the public campaign and continue 

her important work with the HAC.  

 


