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To people affected by autism spectrum disorders 

Subject: ACT politicians and improving autism outcomes 

Speaking Out for Autism Spectrum Disorder (SOfASD) sent a set of questions to 
all the political parties registered for the coming ACT election asking about their 
plans to improve outcomes for people affected by ASD. SOfASD received four 
responses. The questions and the responses from the political parties can be 
downloaded from http://a4.org.au/a4/node/522. 

In summary, SOfASD asked all the political parties what they would do to 
improve outcomes for people affected by ASD if they become part of the next ACT 
Government. The questions were clearly about improving outcomes and access to 
services for people with ASD (PwASD). Questions were not about their track 
record or existing services, but what they would improve for PwASD if elected. 
Responses that are not about how a party will improve outcomes for PwASD 
simply do not answer the questions. 

SOfASD acknowledges that some people will wonder whether Autism Spectrum 
Disorders (ASD) really warrant specific attention. PwASD are typically included, 
for administrative purposes, among people with a disability (PwD). ASD are a 
significant part of the disability challenge: ASD prevalence has grown to a point 
where ASD comes second after intellectual disability in school age children with 
a disability. In 2003, autism was the second highest “burden of disease and 
injury” for boys in Australia. ASD prevalence has increased almost four-fold since 
then … so on this measure ASD is likely that it now tops that list.  

But this is not just about ASD, it is about getting politicians and the 
communities they represent to recognise and address the needs, thereby 
improving outcomes, for a variety of poorly understood sections of the “disability 
sector”. If existing disability programs cannot achieve even remotely equitable 
outcomes for PwASD (who are a major part of the disability sector), people with 
other types of disability (that have their own distinct needs but are less 
numerous among PwD) have no chance. 

The following is SOfASD’s review of the responses it received. 

Labor Party 

ACT Labor was first to respond.  

ACT Labor’s response ignored SOfASD’s questions. Their response says little 
about improving outcomes for people affected by ASD. Instead, their response 
described the existing services that deliver inadequate services with highly 
inequitable outcomes; that is, services with much worse outcomes for PwASD 
than outcomes for PwD generally. This is especially disappointing as existing 
inequity and short-comes with current services and support were clearly 
explained in the background to the questions. There could hardly be a clearer 
demonstration that ACT Labor just does not care about people affected by ASD.  

SOfASD wrote back to ACT Labor to check whether they wanted to tell us about 
anything they would do to improve outcomes for PwASD. They did not respond 
to the second letter. ACT Labor sent a very clear message that they are not 
planning anything to improve outcomes for PwASD after the 2012 ACT election.  

ACT Labor ignores the particular needs of PwASD. They just hope that helping 
people with other types of disability, for example people with physical and 
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sensory disabilities or maybe people with mental illness, will suddenly start to 
help people with ASD. But the evidence is extremely clear that generic disability 
services and mental health programs do not deliver equitable outcomes for 
PwASD. PwASD need some ASD-specific services and supports. ACT Labor’s 
current rigid and dogmatic adherence to its one-size-fits-all generic disability 
program delivers chronically inequitable outcomes for PwASD. Continuing with 
services that are ineffective for PwASD will not improve outcomes for PwASD. 

Our experience, supported by Labor’s response, demonstrate that Minister Burch 
and her Directorate have written off children with ASD from the outset. They 
deny that early intervention can improve outcomes for PwASD. The head of 
Therapy ACT advised The Hon Ms Gallagher MLA that for children with autism: 

early intervention services can only work to provide improved coping 
mechanisms for both the individual and the family. 

Therapy ACT advises that early intervention can “only work to provide improved 
coping mechanisms”; Therapy ACT says early intervention cannot improve 
outcomes for children with ASD. In her response, Ms Burch again says Therapy 
ACT addresses “coping strategies”.  

The Minister’s belief is contrary to evidence: early intervention for children with 
ASD can do far more than provide “coping strategies”. Effective early 
intervention for children with ASD maximises learning skills and remove 
barriers to participation in education and community. The Minister and Therapy 
ACT contradict advice from the Commonwealth Government that says: 

it is clear and well supported by the evidence base, that with appropriate 
intervention, children with autism continue to develop and to learn 
behaviours that will better equip them for life. 1 

Clearly, learning “behaviours that will better equip them for life” is much more 
that only improving coping mechanisms.  

The Prime Minister says we should “vote for candidates … [with] the track record 
of getting it done”2. The track record in the disability sector at both the federal 
and territory level is described in the Shut Out report3 and the Productivity 
Commission’s Disability Care and Support report4. The ABS autism report5 
shows outcomes for PwASD are far worse than outcomes for PwD generally, but 
Labor has yet to acknowledge this or develop policies meant to deliver more 
equitable outcomes for PwASD. The most concerning aspect of this whole saga is 
that politicians did not listen to the community; they only listened when 
economists delivered the message.  

The ACT Government is reluctant to do much that is specifically for PwASD, and 
when it does, the efforts are misguided.  For example, in its 2009-10 ACT Labor 
chose to fund6 “Play Therapy Services for Young Children” that were meant to 
“provide specialist intervention services for young children with Autism 
                                                
1 http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/09_2012/review_of_the_research_report_2
011_0.pdf 
2 see http://www.abc.net.au/news/2012-10-09/julia-gillard-enters-act-election-campaign/4302480  
3 http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/our-responsibilities/disability-and-carers/publications-articles/policy-
research/shut-out-the-experience-of-people-with-disabilities-and-their-families-in-australia  
4 http://www.pc.gov.au/projects/inquiry/disability-support  
5 http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/4428.0  
6 http://www.treasury.act.gov.au/budget/budget_2009/files/paper3/09expini.pdf  
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Spectrum Disorder (ASD), and other disabilities”. However, the Commonwealth 
had already provided more playgroups through the Helping Children with 
Autism package than could be filled in the ACT.  Further, play therapy is not 
considered an evidence-based approach for children with autism/ASD – even the 
play therapy website says play therapy does not help children with severe autism 
(which the ABS says is 74% of children with ASD).  

Ms Burch agreed to the National Disability Strategy 2010-207 that says  

The Commonwealth Helping Children with Autism initiative includes … 
establishing eight Autism Specific Early Learning Centres across 
Australia. 

This is untrue. Before the 2007 election, Australian Labor promised six (6) 
“Autism Specific Early Learning Centres across Australia” with one in each 
state, but not in either of the territories.  

Today, there are just six of these centres, not “eight Autism Specific Early 
Learning Centres” as is claimed. The ACT Government should either insist that 
the other two centres are built or that the document is corrected. The ACT 
Government, that does not have one of the centres, should not be party to this 
deceit.  

Clearly, the ACT Government simply ignored the ASD community in the ACT. 
Basically, ACT Labor’s responses and track record demonstrates that it just 
doesn’t understand the essential needs of people affected by ASD. Without this 
understanding they cannot improve outcomes. 

Motorist Party 

The second response, which came from the Motorists Party, is refreshingly 
honest. In answer to the questions that addressed a wide range of issues 
affecting people affected by ASD, they said simply: 

Thanks for the questionnaire. 

I would not really know what the answers would be to those questions. 

We certainly know the struggle the victims and carers go through and we would 
understand these areas need to be given a higher priority by governments and 
would support such. 

Regards Burl Doble.  
Australian Motorist Party. 

Families of PwASD are very wary of anyone who claims they “know the 
struggle”. This usually turns out to mean that they do not know the struggle at 
all; that they still have an enormous amount to learn. In political life very few 
take the time or effort to actually find out enough about the lives of people 
affected by ASD. Of those that do, very few are actually able to help in the end. 

                                                
7 see http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/our-responsibilities/disability-and-carers/publications-
articles/policy-research/national-disability-strategy-2010-2020 and 
http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/05_2012/national_disability_strategy_2010_
2020.pdf  
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The Greens 

The Greens were next to respond to SOfASD’s questions.  As in Labor’s response, 
the Greens did not answer the specific questions they were asked. 

The response from the Greens made no commitment to improve outcomes for 
PwASD, though they made one concrete commitment:  

… The ACT Greens have made an election commitment of $250,000 for a 
study to undertake an economic and social analysis of models of supported 
accommodation for people with a disability to commence in 2013. The 
research work will identify supported accommodation models that are 
economically and socially viable and should be progressed. The analysis is 
also important to provide a long-term perspective to meeting supported 
accommodation needs in the ACT. 

They could have committed to ensure the analysis specifically considered the 
needs of PwASD, but they didn’t. Like many, their underlying belief is that 
programs that meet the needs of “people with a disability” also help people with 
ASD. Again, the evidence is clear that this is not the case; most generic programs 
that help people with a disability do very little to help PwASD.  

The Greens are part of the current ACT Government that is focused on 
implementing “bus-stop upgrades to Disability Standard Stage 2”8. These are 
valuable for a section of the community who are affected by disability but 
“accessible” bus-stops, buses, taxis, etc do not help people with severe autism to 
access the services and supports they need. 

They start their response saying: 

 
The ACT Greens understand that for children, young people, adults and 
their families and carers, it can be a real challenge to access the right 
diagnostic service, the appropriate interventions and the ongoing support 
needed to respond to Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD). 

This just shows that the Greens do not actually understand the challenge in 
accessing “appropriate interventions and the ongoing support needed” when the 
interventions and services PwASD need such as ??? are simply not available. 
They do not understand that the issue is the non-existence of services that are 
appropriate for PwASD; it is not an access issue. Until politicians 
recognise/acknowledge that essential services for PwASD are simply unavailable, 
outcomes will not improve. 

Gaps in services were explained repeatedly in “consultations” with the Greens 
and in the background information that SOfASD provided together with the 
questions.  

The Greens say they “believe that ongoing research into the issue of early 
intervention programs has provided some evidence of not only mitigating some 
effects of ASD, but have also provided promising indications of continuing 
improvements and a greater quality of life.” The Greens are not yet convinced by 
advice from the Commonwealth Government that “there is universal agreement 
that [intervention/therapy has] produced positive outcomes for children with 
autism that are well supported by research”.  

                                                
8 see http://www.treasury.act.gov.au/budget/budget_2012/files/budgetpaper3/budgetpaper3.pdf  
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The Greens’ response says, “The ACT Greens were instrumental in the 
establishment of the therapy assistant pilot program, …”. Therapy ACT first 
trialled the “therapy assistance pilot program” at Malkara (Special School). The 
initial program was meant to help all students with a disability. However, the 
final report shows that, apart from two occasions when the therapy assistance 
prepared resources for speech pathologists, the therapy assistant pilot program 
provided only physiotherapy. Physiotherapy is not a recognised therapy approach 
for autism. This initial therapy assistant pilot program showed that speech 
pathologists at Therapy ACT are simply not trained to supervise therapy 
assistants to deliver best practice therapy for children with autism … so Therapy 
ACT claims about helping others deliver best practice early intervention for 
children with autism simply do not stand up to scrutiny. Yet again a generic 
disability program failed for students with autism.  

SOfASD supports inclusive education practice when appropriate for students 
with ASD. SOfASD calls for both appropriate inclusion in education of students 
with ASD and for ready access to usable alternatives. The latest data in the ACT 
show that the diverse needs of students with ASD are not met in the ACT (see 
s).http://www.autismaspergeract.com.au/content/school-refusal-attendance-
report-september-2012). Again, outcomes for student with ASD will not improve 
until politicians recognise first that existing services do not meet the needs of 
students with ASD, then act to address specifically the needs of this group of 
disadvantaged students … as they do for some other specific groups of 
disadvantaged students. 

The Greens referred to the NDIS and the Gonski reforms. Neither of these 
schemes says anything about PwASD and improving their outcomes. At this 
stage, both schemes take a generic approach to disability. Experience shows that 
generic schemes such as these do little to improve outcomes for PwASD; they do 
not recognise that autism with its distinct characteristics and its massive growth 
in prevalence needs specific attention; since these schemes fail to recognise the 
distinct needs of PwASD, PwASD will miss out on much of the expected benefit. 
The Greens show poor understanding of the needs of PwASD.  

Liberal Party 

The Liberals provided the only promise meant to improve outcomes specifically 
for people affected by ASD. Their promise of an “autism school”9 for pre-school 
age children has potential for some better outcomes in the long-run but does not 
address the broader needs for ongoing services and support, and improved 
outcomes for the larger population of PwASD. The proposal shows promise but 
still lacks detail. The policy does not identify …  

• which “independent schools operating in Queensland” their model will be 
based on … some Queensland schools are not worth replicating; and 

• whether the Liberals’ autism/ASD pre-school implementation will fit with 
the Commonwealth’s services through the Helping Children with Autism 
(HCWA) package and whatever is subsequently available through the 
early intervention part of the National Disability Insurance Scheme 
(NDIS) when it is implemented. 

                                                
9 http://bbuckley.net/sofasd/sites/bbuckley.net.sofasd/files/20120922%20Libs%20autism%20school.pdf  
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However, if the ACT Liberals implement effective early intervention models (yes, 
there will need to be more than one) their promise could significantly improve 
outcomes for young children, especially those who are yet to be diagnosed with 
ASD.  

The ACT Liberals promise: 

• Q1: to consult over diagnostic services (this is a good start but if they 
really were asking meaningful questions about autism/ASD diagnosis in 
Estimates – that we can’t find in the online record – then their policy 
should be more advanced than this). 

• Qs 2 – 5 partially addressed in “autism school” announcement (above). 
• Qs 6 & 7 response does not recognise that many PwASD need more than 

well-trained teachers; they need clinical services and supports in the 
education setting. This might be met through something akin to the 
“therapy in schools” approach if (and only if) it is in the hands of people 
who recognise that PwASD can achieve significant improvements, rather 
than limiting expectation to coping (and the discriminatory and 
prejudiced culture associated with that view).  

• Q 9 … no response, need to acknowledge education outcomes for students 
with ASD must be monitored. 

• Qs 10 & 11 promises more school counsellors … but school counsellors do 
not have the clinical skills that many students with ASD need in school 
settings (as well as their homes) … higher skill levels are needed than are 
promised.  

• Qs 12 & 13… no commitment for post-school options. This is a long-
standing issue so they should be more advanced than their response 
indicates; particularly since, labour force participation for PwD is below 
Indigenous labour force participation … and the rates for PwASD are 
enormously worse again.  

• Qs 14 – 21, 24 … it is cheeky to say that the ACT Liberals are the least 
worst option. 

• Qs 23 & 23 … “support for the NDIS trial” is just as vague as the NDIS 
trial itself in relation to PwASD. 

As for the ACT Liberal’s track record, back when the ACT Liberals were in 
Government they:  

• shutdown ASD diagnosis in CAMHS (a negative); and  
• created autism-specific learning support units in ACT schools (a very 

positive legacy that ACT Labor Governments have needed to expand on in 
subsequent years). 

In more recent times, the ACT Liberals joined with (and strongly encouraged) 
ACT Labor to allow schools to exclude students with ASD for up to 3 weeks at a 
time whenever the school wants to (the ACT Liberals wanted 4 week exclusions 
without any accountability). The Liberals seem to view this as an “unintended 
consequence” of their policy, but they have not shown that they will address the 
problem that their actions exacerbated. This is a distinct negative.  

Recently, the ACT Liberals have been talking about the need for cultural change 
in Community Services. Recognising this need is a strong positive for the ACT 
Liberals especially if it includes Disability ACT and Therapy ACT. It would be 
even more positive if we could see commitment to a credible process for achieving 
the required culture change. 
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Summary and Conclusion 

Basically, the politicians in Canberra are failing people affected by ASD in the 
ACT.  

For people whose life is dominated by ASD, none of the parties or politicians is 
doing anywhere near well enough. People will probably want to vote against 
candidates rather than for them. This group of voters will decide their least-
worst option. 

ACT Labor has shown that they do not acknowledge or recognise the abysmal 
outcomes that PwASD experience. Since they do not recognise there is an issue, 
they see no need to respond to questions and issues about PwASD. Basically, 
PwASD are invisible to Labor politicians in the ACT. This is cruel discrimination.  

The Greens and the Liberals in the last Assembly did not hold the Labor 
government to account in relation to the needs of people affected by ASD in 
Canberra. They have not pressed the Government successfully on the issues 
described above. 

The Liberals made a small ASD-specific promise of an ASD-specific pre-school in 
this election campaign. They recognise the need for “culture change” in the area 
of community services (which might include disability services). These should put 
the ACT Liberals marginally ahead (in a very disappointing race) for anyone 
whose primary voting issue is autism/ASD.  

The main conclusion must be that people affected by ASD need much more 
effective advocacy.   

Yours sincerely 

Bob Buckley 
Chair, Speaking Out for Autism Spectrum Disorders (SOfASD) 

16/10/2012 


