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Select Committee on the COVID-19 pandemic response – Final Report

On 2 April 2020, the Legislative Assembly for the ACT established a select committee to consider and report to the Assembly on any matter relating to the ACT Government's health and financial response and any other matter relating to the COVID-19 Pandemic as it relates to the ACT.

The resolution establishing the Select Committee on the COVID-19 pandemic response (the Committee) was amended on three occasions over the course of the inquiry in order to clarify ministerial appearances before the Committee and to change the final reporting date for the Committee. The most recent amendment provided for a reporting date of no later than 16 October 2020.

The Committee has drawn on the evidence provided to it in public hearings and submissions over the past seven months, to produce four interim reports, and over 100 recommendations which are attached in Appendix A. 

No additional recommendations are contained in this report.

In an Assembly first, the inquiry was been held virtually with all hearings and private meetings held remotely, via video link. 

The Committee received more than 20 submissions to the inquiry and held 21 public hearings at which they heard from 188 witnesses. These included representatives from the ACT Government, community groups, industry bodies, advocacy groups and individuals from the ACT Community. 

It was clear to the Committee that the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted all sectors of the ACT Community.

The Committee greatly appreciates the efforts of those who have contributed to the inquiry, in what are unprecedented and challenging circumstances.



Alistair Coe MLA
Chair
    October 2020

 





Appendix A – Recommendations from Interim Reports 1, 2, 3 and 4
[bookmark: _Hlk48568920]Interim Report 1
	[bookmark: _Hlk48569147]Recommendation Number
	Recommendation

	1
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government prepare and publish a step-by-step process for easing restrictions in the Territory along the lines of the one prepared by the Northern Territory Government.

	2
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government remove the current 100-property limit on the land tax concession scheme for landlords, who rent their properties through a community housing provider at an affordable rent to low and moderate income tenants, and make this scheme permanent.

	3
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government contact all landlords and tenants that have had their email details recorded when a bond was lodged to inform them of the supports available for renters and landlords alike.

	4
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government create and make available a standard terms and rights document for tenants and landlords to assist them in understanding changes due to COVID-19.  

	5
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government establish a tenant transfer system to allow for easier and more convenient change of tenants and retrieval of bonds for members of group houses.

	6
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government develop a framework for the repayment of any rental arrears accrued during the COVID-19 eviction moratorium.

	7
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government develop a plan to prohibit a lessor or grantor from seeking termination solely on the basis of rent arrears accrued during the period covered by the Residential Tenancies (COVID-19 Emergency Response) Declaration 2020.

	8
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government explore a method for renters in fixed-term leases to terminate their tenancies during the COVID-19 emergency, such as by using the same mechanism available to people on periodic tenancies, i.e. by providing three weeks’ notice.

	9
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government consider providing financial mechanisms to assist community housing providers in expanding their property holdings to provide accommodation for people eligible for community housing.

	10
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government make all necessary representations to the Commonwealth to assist community service organisations to obtain COVID-19 funding.

	11
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government consider establishing a small infrastructure grants program to assist community organisations who may need extra support to help deliver services in response to COVID-19.  

	12
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that disability service providers, aged care homes and similar service providers have adequate supplies of personal protective equipment (PPE) to protect and reassure both clients and staff.

	13
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide funding to enable service providers to shift to on-line delivery of services where possible.

	14
	The Committee recommends that OneLink expand its opening hours so that it is available later at night and on weekends.

	15
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government fund and participate in a Connections Week exercise at least twice a year to connect with rough sleepers and other people experiencing, or at risk of, homelessness and understand who they are and their individual circumstances and needs.

	16
	The Committee recommends the ACT Government prioritise the city centre as the next location for a COVID-19 testing facility, if testing facilities are expanded.

	17
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government report regularly to the Legislative Assembly, and the Garran community, on any alternative uses proposed for the pop-up Emergency Department while it is on Garran Oval.

	18
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government prepare plans for the future use of the pop-up emergency building once it is removed from Garran Oval.

	19
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government require that hospitality workers undertake hygiene training specific to COVID-19.

	20
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government prepare rules for the reopening of cafes, restaurants and other venues such as provision of hand sanitiser, distancing between tables, and cleaning of premises.

	21
	The Committee recommends that specific and targeted information is provided to patrons to ensure that social distancing measures are adhered to and highlighting the responsibility of each and every person.

	22
	The Committee recommends the ACT Government continues to work with the hospitality and club sector on occupancy arrangements, informed by up to date health advice, particularly with a view to reopening venues and increasing employment in the sector.

	23
	The Committee recommends the ACT Government give consideration as to whether the national and cultural institutions in the ACT could have a relevant patron limit set for them, informed by up to date health advice, particularly with a view to aiding tourism.

	24
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government develop and communicate the criteria and process for applying for commercial rates waivers due to COVID-19 pandemic impacts.




Interim Report 2
	[bookmark: _Hlk48569386]Recommendation Number
	Recommendation

	1
	The Committee recommends the ACT Government direct that all delegated legislation made in response to COVID-19 (including notifiable instruments) include a statement of compatibility outlining whether and how the instrument is compatible with human rights.

	2
	The Committee recommends that where emergency measures are introduced by way of delegated legislation, they should be accompanied by a statement of compatibility with human rights.

	3
	The Committee recommends that delegated legislation made in response to COVID-19 be in the form of disallowable instruments, rather than notifiable instruments to ensure appropriate and adequate oversight by the Legislative Assembly.

	4
	The Committee recommends that ACT Policing make public all guidance or directions it has provided to officers to inform their enforcement of public health directions to enable assessment of whether such guidance is sufficient, updated and accurate while also establishing clear community expectations about compliance.

	5
	The Committee recommends that ACT Policing, ACT Health and Access Canberra publish weekly de-identified data about compliance activities taken under any public health emergency directions, including:
· the number of infringement notices or formal cautions issued;
· the number of compliance checks conducted; and
· basic socio-demographic indicators of affected individuals or businesses.

	6
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government either:
· put in place additional controls and procedures to ensure that only approved employees or personnel may access data in the National COVIDSafe data store and may do so solely for the purpose of contact tracing; or
· if the ACT Government believes that data agreements signed with the Commonwealth containing rules governing their usage of COVID app data are legally enforceable, publicly release those agreements.

	7
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensures that information is specifically adapted to help children and young people understand COVID-19, what is required of them and where they can access support if needed.

	8
	The Committee recommends that, to enable timely communication when there are exceptional circumstances, the Directorate suspends its usual protocol of not communicating with teachers and school staff out of normal work hours.

	9
	The Committee recommends that if there are further restrictions on face to face schooling that the ACT Government prioritise facilitating normal schooling for children with special needs.

	10
	The Committee recommends that further work be undertaken to support students with special needs, including those in learning support units or with an Individual Learning Plan (ILP), during shutdowns.

	11
	The Committee recommends that all school systems provide extra support to students who may have been left behind by the changes in education, and in particular those who were struggling before the emergency.

	12
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government undertake an independent review of the learning from home period so that improvements can be made for similar future situations. The scope should include but not be limited to:
· preparedness for remote learning;
· resources available for schools and families, including consideration of identification of vulnerable children and additional supports provided;
· communication with school communities and parents; and
· comparison of differences with the responses in other jurisdictions.

	13
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government undertake an independent longitudinal study to measure the impact of the COVID-19 response on children’s education.

	14
	The Committee recommends that, wherever possible, students have access to their local school during any similar shutdowns.

	15
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government publish the scope of the Coordinator-General’s role.




Interim Report 3
	Recommendation Number
	Recommendation

	1
	The Committee recommends that the Minister for Mental Health report at each remaining sitting of the Ninth Assembly on the occupancy rate for acute mental health beds.

	2
	The Committee recommends that the Minister for Health at each remaining sitting of the Ninth Assembly, update the Assembly and the community on the backlog of elective surgery, including a breakdown by specialty and how the government intends to clear the backlog.

	3
	The Committee recommends that the Minister for Health at each remaining sitting of the Ninth Assembly, update the Assembly and the community on any backlog in access to specialty clinics and outpatient services, including a breakdown by specialty, and how the government intends to clear the backlog.

	4
	The Committee recommends that ACT health, in conjunction with health and disability organisations, provide information for GPs and other health workers about how to prevent infection with in-home workers and the importance of support for disabled people.

	5
	The Committee recommends that any further directions issued by the ACT Government be clearer about what aspects of a venue fall within the floor space that determines how many patrons can be in a space in a venue.

	6
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government consider whether guidelines for venues are better contained within directions/determinations rather than existing separately.

	7
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government publish the AHPPC advice that states that gaming venues should not open until stage 3.

	8
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide some concession, such as rent relief for ACT Government premises, to the organisers of Live in Ya Lounge.

	9
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government create a library of arts equipment for use by the arts sector.

	10
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government create guidelines for managers and staff regarding working from home arrangements and transitional arrangements for return to office-based work.

	11
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government make it a priority to publish an action plan to support the ACT COVID-19 Disability Strategy, as required by that strategy, and that that plan include:
· specific information for people with disabilities, families, carers and support workers so that people with disabilities can participate in society in accordance with social distancing rules;
· clear information to people with a disability and their carers about what the process is to access and acquire PPE;
· provision for an ACT COVID-19 Disability Hotline; and
· a way to operationalize the Territory role in the Management and Operational Plan for People with Disability.

	12
	The Committee recommends that the ACT government establish a small fund to be administered by CarersACT to provide effective respite for carers aimed at rebuilding their capacity following this extended period of stress.

	13
	The Committee recommends that the ACT government make representations to the Commonwealth supporting the conversion of NDIS advance payments for COVID-19 related expenses into a grant.

	14
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government revise its clinical guidelines in order to reassure people with a disability that they will continue to have access to health care, including emergency and critical health care, on the basis of equality with others and based on objective and non-discriminatory clinical criteria.

	15
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensures that any ethical decision-making framework is designed with close consultation and active involvement of people with a disability and their representative organisations.

	16
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government consider and act on the recommendations in the letter from Legal Aid appended to this report.

	17
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government continue to lower and/or remove stamp duty where possible as a lever to encourage housing sales.

	18
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government continue to review how to make the DA process more efficient, without compromising planning outcomes.

	19
	The Committee recommends that the Minister for Planning and Land Management publish the number of lease variations issued in 2019-20 broken down by month and the value of revenue and waivers for these variations.

	20
	The Committee recommends that the Suburban Land Agency publish a list of all available residential blocks that would be suitable for purchase under the HomeBuilder program.

	21
	The Committee recommends that, given that the ACT Budget was delayed and there has not been a financial update since the March Quarter 2020 Consolidated Financial Report, the ACT Government publish the actual financial reports or estimated outcomes for the 2019-20 year in July.




Interim Report 4
	Recommendation Number
	Recommendation

	1
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure they action all recommendations that the Committee has presented in its previous interim reports

	2
	The Committee recommends that the Minister for Health and their successor, regularly update the Assembly and the community on the progress of Canberra Health Services in addressing the backlog of elective surgery.

	3
	The Committee recommends that Canberra Health Services as a matter of priority complete and circulate the COVID-safe advice to elective surgery patients.  

	4
	The Committee recommends that Canberra Health Services provide that advice to the Committee or its successor as soon as it becomes available.

	5
	The Committee recommends that the Minister for Health and Canberra Health Services explore with Royal Australasian College of Surgeons and the Australian Society of Anaesthetists further timely and effective COVID-19 screening for pre-operative patients.

	6
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government advocate to the Commonwealth Government that telehealth services are made available indefinitely.

	7
	[bookmark: _Hlk41632593]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government work with the NGO sector to increase capacity to respond to those experiencing stress and anxiety and focus on emotional and psychological wellbeing of community members as the pandemic progresses and in the longer term.

	8
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government increase funding to the NGO sector to enable them to respond to those experiencing stress and anxiety and focus on emotional and psychological wellbeing of community members as the pandemic progresses and in the longer term.

	9
	The Committee recommends that that the ACT Government take steps to engage with the Commonwealth Government to extend the current capabilities of mental health plans, including expanding the number of free psychologist and counsellor sessions that can be accessed.

	10
	The Committee recommends that that the ACT Government work with other governments and providers to ensure that all medical institutions have the capability to grant mental health plans through telehealth for young people who cannot attend in person.

	11
	The Committee recommends that that the ACT Government consider a campaign to encourage young people to reach out for help when they need it and encourage safe spaces where young people can reach out for help.

	12
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government make a commitment to increase mental health funding year on year, particularly for youth mental health.

	13
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide clear and transparent advice on the COVID-19 website on why mask use is not currently recommended and the circumstances that would need to occur for the official position on that to change.

	14
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide clear and transparent advice on the COVID-19 website on why there is not a ‘regional border closure’ and the circumstances that would need to occur for that to ever be seriously considered.

	15
	The Committee recommends that ACT Government establishes on-going liaison protocols to work with NSW to manage the COVID-19 restrictions.

	16
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government consider providing additional financial assistance to ensure students returning to Canberra to attend university, who are not able to find jobs, can access the support they need.

	17
	The Committee recommends that that in its response to COVID-19 the ACT Government considers the different needs of different groups in terms of age, gender, ethnicity and any other relevant factors.

	18
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government should ensure that the human rights of all members of the community are considered so that there is equitable access to appropriate and quality support.

	19
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government acknowledge that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders are a particularly at-risk group and ensure this is a consideration when determining where to focus further resources as the COVID-19 pandemic progresses.  

	20
	[bookmark: _Hlk41632657]The Committee recommends that the ACT Education Directorate assess the needs of students before requesting the return of any electronic devices such as Chrome Books and other internet access devices.

	21
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government improve support to schools to ensure students have not been disproportionately disadvantaged by online schooling, including providing access to free tutors for students who may have fallen behind or who attend traditionally disadvantaged schools.

	22
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government engage with local universities to ensure that the potential disadvantage faced by both year 11 and 12 students will not affect university placements.

	23
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government, in its COVID-19 pandemic response, include targeted programs and improve access to services for young people, particularly in the areas of education; mental health; employment; housing; rental affordability and homelessness.

	24
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government create a resource to assist young people to access services and assistance, across different services categories.

	25
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government should dedicate funding toward disability services and related organisations so they may prioritise education, resources and training for people with disabilities on preparedness for emergency medical situations.  

	26
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensures that there are disability access and inclusion plans for all of Canberra Health Services across ACT Health.

	27
	[bookmark: _Hlk41632706]The Committee recommends the ACT Government ensure that dedicated funding for trained disability advocates is available to support people with disability. This includes trained advocates to work with existing domestic and family violence services so they have the capacity to provide accessible and appropriate supports to women with disabilities experiencing violence.

	28
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government and the Courts work with service providers, such as DVCS and the Women’s Legal Centre to develop ways to:
· reduce or remove barriers for applicant and victim to access the Courts remotely; 
· ensure accessible information is available about legal processes and the supports on offer for applicants, respondents, victims and perpetrators of domestic violence;
· ensure measures are taken to adequately assess and prioritise the safety of those impacted by domestic violence;
· mitigate the impacts on victims, perpetrators, applicants and respondents of delayed court hearings and the issues encountered in monitoring probation, parole and bail conditions under COVID-19 restrictions.

	29
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government action all previous recommendations, in relation to housing and homelessness, so as to provide relief and certainty for those in need of appropriate housing and support.

	30
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government extends COVID-19 related assistance to tenants and landlords both residential and commercial for at least until a couple of months following the end of the ACT COVID-19 public health emergency declaration.

	31
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government should direct stimulus investment towards social and public housing to address chronic community shortages of affordable housing.

	32
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government should invest in in women’s specialist homelessness services and culturally sensitive housing solutions for First Nations communities.

	33
	The Committee recommends the ACT Government explore options to provide support and payments to young people who may not be able to pay rent and other housing related costs.

	34
	The Committee recommends that that the ACT Government undertake an investigation into the circumstances regarding the difficulties encountered in facilitating support and housing  for a mother and her seven children from interstate, as outlined by Beryl Women Inc. in evidence given to the Committee.

	35
	The Committee recommends that the Select Committee for the COVID-19 Pandemic Response continue and, if necessary be re-established, for the length of the declared COVID Emergency.

	36
	The Committee recommends that the ACT Government conduct a full review and assessment of the operation of the COVID-19 Emergency including, but not limited to, governance, decision making, preparedness, cross-border issues, intergovernmental co-operation, and lessons for the future.

	37
	The Committee recommends that future committees of the ACT Legislative Assembly adopt virtual meetings as a standard part of their operations.

	38
	The Committee recommends that future Assemblies of the ACT Legislative Assembly consider establishing specific committees for inquiries into matters that encompass extensive cross portfolio issues.

	39
	The Committee recommends that future Assemblies of the ACT Legislative Assembly consider establishing specific committees for inquiries into matters that encompass extensive cross portfolio issues.

	40
	The Committee recommends that future Assemblies of the ACT Legislative Assembly utilise electronic systems, such as collaborative platforms, to easily collate, and collaborate on written recommendations for reports.
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