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Dear Mr Buckley 

Thank you for your email of 11 June 2020 to Minister for Health Rachel Stephen-Smith MLA and I 

regarding the ACT Government’s review of health and mental health services for Canberrans with 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). I am responding on behalf of the ACT Government as the  
Minister for Mental Health 

It is critically important for the ACT community to have health services that are responsive to 
peoples’ needs. Improving the response of services to people , including those on the  
Autism Spectrum, is a priority for the ACT Government. Health and mental health services currently 

have variable expertise and capacity to respond to a diverse range of needs and projects are being 
undertaken to raise awareness, remove barriers and build capacity across the full range of services. 

As you are aware the ACT Health Directorate (ACTHD) created a Mental Health Services for People 

with Intellectual Disability Working Group to develop a Position Statement that would guide the 
future service development and investment to improve mental health services for people with 
Intellectual Disability (ID). In developing this Position Statement, it was acknowledged that the group 
of people with ASD is diverse and includes some with ID, as well as people with cognitive functioning 

within the normal range. The current focus of the Position Statement has been to address the 
complex needs of ID and the ACTHD acknowledges a need to undertake further work to address 
services for people with ASD specifically. 

This work commenced in response to the release of the National Roundtable recommendations on 
the mental health of people with Intellectual Disability (2018), which did not include specific 
recommendations for people with ASD. Whilst noting the distinction between autism and ID, in the 

establishment of the ACTHD Working Group it was agreed that its work and the Position Statement 
would be inclusive of people with ASD, specifically for those who also have co-occurring ID. 

You and Speak Out for Autism Spectrum Disorder (SOfASD) have previously raised concerns about 

the focus of this work being on ID and therefore not fully addressing the issues facing people with 
ASD. We acknowledge that, because of the Position Statement’s defined scope and focus, this is 
true.  



 
 

 

However, we understand your concerns and this is being taken into account in the final 
recommendations in the Position Statement, with recognition of the unique needs of people on the 

Autism Spectrum and a specific recommendation that states “additional work is required to address 
issues for people on the Autism Spectrum more specifically” to complement this Position Statement. 

We expect that any improvements achieved through the implementation of recommendations in the 
Position Statement will have direct benefits for people with ASD who also have ID, as well as people 

with other cognitive disabilities. It is anticipated that this work will raise awareness and inform how 
services can be more responsive to the person and generally more inclusive of any diverse needs, 
including those of people with ASD.  

The Position Statement is currently being finalised internally before it is circulated to external 
stakeholders for final input. With your interest and approval, we will ensure SOfASD will be included 
in this process. 

In addition to this work, Canberra Health Services (CHS) has commenced work, outlined below, on a 
CHS Disability Action Plan which will influence health services more broadly: 

• CHS acknowledges the need for specific initiatives to support responsiveness of health services to 
people on the Autism Spectrum. CHS is committed to ensuring people with a disability will not be 

discriminated against when accessing health care.  

• CHS has commenced scoping the development of a CHS Disability Action Plan that will review 
and inform how care is provided to people with a disability, including those on the Autism 
Spectrum, and their family/carers.  

• The CHS Disability Action Plan will aim to ensure CHS is a health provider that is trusted by the 
community as valuing and creating exceptional healthcare in partnership with people with a 
disability.  

• Consumer feedback, findings drawn from previous bodies of work, and the commitment of CHS 

as part of the Disability Justice Strategy 2019-2029 support the need for targeted work to 
support this population.   

• A project scoping document and brief is being finalised. CHS is proposing to undertake a 
Disability Needs Assessment to inform a specific and measurable Disability Action Plan for CHS. 

This Needs Assessment will be informed by and for people with disability, their families and 
carers. This will allow CHS to set transparent goals and actions around equitable access and 
interaction with the organisation.  

• In developing the Disability Needs Assessment and Disability Action Plan respectively, CHS will 
identify and engage key stakeholders, including consumers and advocacy groups supporting 
people on the Autism Spectrum. 

As discussed with you at our previous meeting on 29 May 2020, ACTHD has made a commitment to 

work across portfolios and Directorates to follow up on specific work related to the health service 
response to people on the ASD. This is a body of work that the ACTHD will be initiating shortly. 

Finally, we thank you for your continued advocacy for Canberrans with ASD. It is vital that we 

continue to hear from, and work with, groups such as SOfASD to achieve the best health outcomes 
for all members of our community. We also acknowledge that the progression of this work has been 
slower than we desired, due to the difficulties relating to the bushfires in December and January, 
and now COVID-19.  



 
 

 

 

However, moving forward, we trust that the ACTHD and SOfASD can work together in the finalisation 

of this Position Statement and progress future work to improve services for people with ASD. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
 
Shane Rattenbury MLA 

Minister for Mental Health      
 
 

 
CC: Rachel Stephen-Smith MLA, Minister for Health 


