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Media release​

4 June 2010

COAG reforms in the spotlight

The first reports assessing the performance of governments against National Agreements in healthcare, housing, Indigenous reform and disability have been released today by the COAG Reform Council.

For the first time, the performance of all nine Australian governments has been independently assessed against these National Agreements, and made available to the public.

Chairman of the COAG Reform Council, Mr Paul McClintock AO, said the four reports present some stark findings that governments must address—particularly in relation to Indigenous disadvantage.

“The overwhelming disadvantage of Indigenous Australians is an alarming theme that runs through all of the National Agreement reports,” Mr McClintock said.  

“While Australians have one of the highest life expectancy rates in the world, for Indigenous Australians the rate is the same now as it was for other Australians in the 1950s.”

Another common thread running through each of the reports is the lack of quality data available to measure progress against the performance indicators.

The council has recommended COAG address the gaps in data so it can properly report on progress in the future.

“At present there are significant limitations in the availability of data across all four areas. It is either outdated or simply not available. We’ve urged COAG to address these gaps so that we can accurately compare and assess year-on-year changes.

“Despite these data limitations, the reports are significant because they are a comprehensive snapshot of the performance of each government in these areas.

“The public release of these reports is critical to make all governments accountable for their results under these National Agreements—accountable for achieving the targets they set for themselves,” Mr McClintock said. 
Some key findings:

· In 2007–08, two million people went to hospital emergency departments with illnesses or injuries that could be treated by GPs.

· In 2007–08, smaller jurisdictions on average had longer waiting times for elective surgery. The ACT had the longest waiting times (73 days), followed by the Northern Territory and South Australia (43 and 42 days respectively). Queensland had the lowest waiting times (27 days) of all jurisdictions.

· In 2007–08, at least 60 per cent of home sales in each State and Territory were unaffordable to moderate incomes households. Perth and Brisbane were the least affordable of the capital cities, and Melbourne was the most affordable.

· Indigenous Australians are more likely to live in unacceptable conditions. In 2008, almost 26 000 Indigenous households across Australia were overcrowded.

· The unemployment rate was four times higher for Indigenous Australians in 2008.

· One in five Australians has a disability. In 2003, over 40 per cent said they needed more assistance.

Download the full reports at www.coag.gov.au/crc/reports
Background 

The reports 

On 30 April 2010, the COAG Reform Council submitted four first year reports to COAG:

· National Healthcare Agreement: Baseline performance report for 2008–09

· National Affordable Housing Agreement: Baseline performance report for 2008–09

· National Indigenous Reform Agreement: Baseline performance report for 2008–09

· National Disability Agreement: Baseline performance report for 2008–09

Today these reports have been made public. 

Together with the first reports to COAG on the National Education Agreement and the National Agreement for Skills and Workforce Development, released in November, the council has now completed first-year baseline performance reports for all six National Agreements.
The second year reports on education, and skills and workforce development will be released in November 2010. The second year housing, healthcare, Indigenous reform and disability reports will be released in June 2011.

For more details on the COAG Reform Council’s reporting timeframes go to: www.coag.gov.au/crc/report_timeframes.cfm
COAG Reform Council 

The COAG Reform Council has been established by COAG to help drive its reform agenda. The council is the first independent COAG body reporting back to COAG on its comprehensive economic, social and environmental reform agenda.

For more details on the COAG Reform Council go to www.coag.gov.au/crc
–ENDS–

Healthcare: Summary of findings

Overview

The COAG Reform Council’s National Healthcare Agreement: Baseline performance report for 2008–09 is an assessment of the Commonwealth, State and Territory governments against the National Healthcare Agreement’s seven objectives—prevention, primary and community care, hospital care, aged care, patient experience, social inclusion and Indigenous health, and health system sustainability. 

This first comprehensive report to COAG on Australia’s healthcare system reaffirms that while the Australian healthcare system is generally strong, there is significant room for improvement—particularly for Indigenous Australians, those from socio-economically disadvantaged areas, and those who live in rural and remote Australia.

Preventative health
Almost one-fifth of Australians smoke daily

· In 2007–08, almost 20 per cent of Australians smoked daily. This rate doubles for Indigenous Australians.

· Tasmania (23 per cent) and Queensland (21 per cent) had the highest rates of smokers, while the ACT (15 per cent) had the lowest rate.

Two million Australian adults are at risk of long-term harm from alcohol

· Two million Australian adults were at risk of long-term harm from alcohol in 2007–08.

· South Australia (11 per cent) and Victoria (10 per cent) had the lowest rates, while Western Australia (16 per cent) had the highest rate.

Almost one-quarter of adult Australians are obese

· Around one-quarter of Australian adults were obese in 2007–08. This rate almost doubles for Indigenous Australians.

Primary and community health

Life expectancy and infant mortality—large gaps remain for Indigenous Australians
· In 2008, Australians had among the highest life expectancy rates in the world for both males (79 years) and females (83 years).

· However, the life expectancy of Indigenous Australians was much lower with a gap of 11 years for males, and nearly 10 years for females. The life expectancy of Indigenous Australians is the same now as it was for other Australians in the 1950s.

Two million people went to hospital emergency departments with illnesses or injuries that could be treated by GPs

· This represented over 40 per cent of all emergency department activity in 2007–08. 

Note: Unnecessary burdens are placed on emergency departments by patients with illnesses or injuries that could be treated by GPs. This could be for a range of  reasons, including that emergency departments can be perceived as convenient ‘one-stop-shops’ for healthcare, though can also reflect a lack of access to GPs in general or GPs who bulk-bill. 

Hospital and related care

Nationally, the median waiting time for elective procedures was 34 days

· In 2007–08, smaller jurisdictions, in general, had longer waiting times for elective surgery.

· Median waiting times across all procedures were longest in the ACT (73 days).

· People living in the most socio-economically disadvantaged areas experienced median waiting times eight days longer than people living in the least disadvantaged areas.
Aged care
Nearly three out of ten older Australians receive Home and Community Care services 
· In 2008–09, the rate of Australians accessing Home and Community Care services (284 per 1000 population) was almost three times as high as the rate of residential aged care services (93 per 1000 population). 
· The rate ranged from 177 per 1000 population in the Northern Territory to 329 per 
1000 population in Victoria.

Note: Home and Community Care assists older Australians to remain living in their homes. It is the most frequently accessed aged care service. 

Social inclusion and Indigenous health

Teenagers in disadvantaged areas are eight times more likely to give birth

· Teenage birth rates were eight times higher in the most disadvantaged areas (32 births per 1000 females) than in the least disadvantaged areas (4 births per 1000 females).

· The rate of births to teenage mothers in the Indigenous population (76 per 1000) was more than five times higher than in the non-Indigenous population (14 per 1000 population). Teenage birth rates were over seven times higher in very remote areas compared to major cities.
· The teenage birth rate in the Northern Territory was over three times higher than the national rate (56 compared to 16.9 per 1000 females aged 15 to 19). 

· Tasmania (25.4 per 1000), Queensland (22.9 per 1000) and Western Australia (21.0 per 1000) also had high teenage birth rates compared to the national rate.

Almost one in seven Indigenous Australians report being unable to see a doctor when needed 

· In 2004–05, 14 per cent of Indigenous Australians reported an unmet need to see a doctor. Similar unmet needs were reported by 20 per cent of Indigenous people in regard to dentists, 7 per cent for other health professionals and 6 per cent for hospitals. 

Recommendations 

The council’s National Healthcare Agreement: Baseline performance report for 2008–09 has made four recommendations to COAG on ways to improve the performance reporting framework. To read the council’s recommendations and access the full report, visit http://www.coag.gov.au/crc/reports.cfm
New National Health and Hospitals Network Agreement

· In April 2010, COAG (with the exception of Western Australia) signed a new National Health and Hospitals Network Agreement. This Agreement sets out the shared intention of the Commonwealth, State and Territory governments (with the exception of Western Australia) to implement a National Health and Hospitals Network for Australia. 

· The role of the COAG Reform Council will continue under the new agreement, including reporting on the existing performance indicators set out in the National Healthcare Agreement, the new national standards, and the new clinical quality and safety standards when developed.

Affordable Housing: Summary of findings 

Overview 

The COAG Reform Council’s National Affordable Housing Agreement: Baseline performance report for 2008–09 is an assessment of the progress of the Commonwealth, State and Territory governments towards the six outcomes in the National Affordable Housing Agreement. The agreement is a framework for improving outcomes across the board—for renters and home buyers, for those receiving housing assistance and for those who are not, and for those who have access to housing and those who are excluded. 

The agreement specifies two target groups for whom governments have agreed to focus their efforts:

· People facing homelessness: by definition, this group does not have, or is at risk of losing, housing that the general community would consider acceptable

· Indigenous Australians: Indigenous Australians face greater challenges accessing mainstream housing, as well as specific problems, such as overcrowding and poor quality housing, which are endemic to Indigenous communities in Australia.  

Nationally, 53 in 10 000 persons are homeless

It is difficult to count homeless people in Australia.  Current methods risk under- or over-counting homeless people.  The council notes that this is under review, but that the information in the report was the best available at the time.

· On Census night 2006, almost 105 000 people were homeless across Australia. This includes all categories of homeless people, from rough-sleepers, those living in crisis accommodation or with friends and relatives, to those living in boarding houses on a medium to long-term basis. Across the States and Territories, the Northern Territory was a clear outlier, with a homelessness rate of 248 per 10 000 persons.

· Rates of homelessness are higher for young people aged 12 to 24, Indigenous Australians and those in remote areas.

· For the council, rough-sleeping (primary homeless) was the key figure.  Nationally, over 15 per cent of the homeless population were classified ‘primary homeless’. Across the States and Territories, this varied from over 5 per cent in the ACT to almost 35 per cent in the Northern Territory.

· Rough sleeping was seven times higher among Indigenous Australians than non-Indigenous Australians.

Housing affordability for renters and home buyers is a major issue 

The agreement includes important whole-of-market indicators of affordability for both renters and home buyers, the results of which are of concern to the council.

· In 2007–08, in no State or Territory were more than 40 per cent of home sales considered affordable to households with moderate incomes.

· Perth and Brisbane were the least affordable of the capital cities.  Only 5 per cent of home sales in Perth, and 9 per cent of home sales in Brisbane were affordable to moderate income households.  Melbourne had the highest proportion of affordable homes (40 per cent).

· Almost half of low income households with a mortgage were in mortgage stress.
· More than one in three low income renter households were in rental stress.  For households renting in the private market only, this figure rose to almost 50 per cent.  
Results for Indigenous households are consistently poorer than for non-Indigenous households 
The council’s report shows that nationwide, across all indicators (other than the incidence of rental stress) the results for Indigenous households are consistently poorer than for non-Indigenous households.

Home ownership 

Indigenous home ownerships rates are an important indicator of economic participation and of Indigenous access to the health benefits that home ownership can provide.

· Less than one third of Indigenous households own a home—almost 40 percentage points below the figure for non-Indigenous households.

· Only 11 per cent of homes were affordable to Indigenous households with moderate income.

Overcrowding and acceptable housing 

Indigenous Australians are more likely to live in conditions considered unacceptable by general community standards—including overcrowding, poorly maintained buildings and a lack of basic facilities for water supply and sanitation. 

· In 2008, almost 26 000 Indigenous households were overcrowded across Australia.

· Indigenous households were more than five times more likely than non-Indigenous households to be overcrowded.

· Many Indigenous Australians are not living in housing of an acceptable standard—using a very basic definition of ‘acceptable’. The Northern Territory had the lowest rate of acceptable housing, at 70 per cent, and the ACT had the highest, at 90 per cent.

The council’s report notes that this lack of acceptable housing is directly linked to many aspects of Indigenous disadvantage. 

Recommendations 

The council’s National Affordable Housing Agreement: Baseline performance report for 2008–09 has made six recommendations to COAG on ways to improve the performance reporting framework. To read the recommendations and access the full report, visit http://www.coag.gov.au/crc/reports.cfm

Disability: Summary of findings
Overview

The COAG Reform Council’s National Disability Agreement: Baseline performance report for 2008–09 is an assessment of the performance of Commonwealth, State and Territory governments against the National Disability Agreement’s objective that people with disability and their carers have an enhanced quality of life and participate as valued members of the community. One in five Australians (around four million) has a disability and there are around 2.5 million carers.

The COAG Reform Council has raised serious concerns to COAG regarding the need for significant data improvements to report against the National Disability Agreement. In some cases there is no adequate data available to measure progress, and in other cases the data is outdated (from 2003), meaning that significant changes in government policy and service delivery will have occurred since the data were collected. The council supports recent developments by governments to identify data gaps and develop better data sources to report on future progress under the National Disability Agreement. 

Note: The Commonwealth Government is moving to develop a National Disability Strategy to guide disability policy across jurisdictions, within the COAG reform agenda. The council looks forward to this framework being established to support the National Disability Agreement.

Less than a third of people with profound or severe disability participate in the workforce

· In 2003, the labour force participation rate for people with profound or severe disability was 30 per cent compared to 80 per cent for people without disability. 

· For people with disability that was not profound or severe, the participation rate was around 60 per cent, still much lower than for people without disability.

Almost half of Australians with disability say they need more assistance

· In 2003, over 40 per cent of Australians with disability said they need more assistance. This captures people who need formal and informal assistance. 

· Nationally, 20 per cent of the potential population of people with profound and severe disability accessed disability support services delivered by the States and Territories (broadly, in-home accommodation support, community access, community support and respite services).

Carers have low labour force participation, but we can’t measure those who want to work more
· In 2003, the workforce participation rate for carers was 50 per cent, significantly lower than the non-carer population which was almost 80 per cent. 

· The council has made a recommendation to COAG that data should be improved to capture those carers who are employed but want to work more. 

Recommendations 

The council’s National Disability Agreement: Baseline performance report for 2008–09 has made two recommendations to COAG on ways to improve the performance reporting framework.  To read the council’s recommendations and access the full report, visit http://www.coag.gov.au/crc/reports.cfm
Indigenous Reform: Summary of findings 

Overview 

The COAG Reform Council’s National Indigenous Reform Agreement: Baseline performance report for 2008–09 brings together much of the existing data on the gaps between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians on various measures of economic and social wellbeing. It also outlines the commitments COAG has made to effect real change in the lives of Indigenous Australians. 
Under the National Indigenous Reform Agreement, all Australian governments have shared responsibility for Closing the Gap in Indigenous disadvantage across six key areas—life expectancy, child mortality, access to early childhood education, literacy and numeracy, education attainment and economic participation. The council has the task of assessing and publicly reporting on the performance of governments against these commitments. 

It is important to note that this report is a first year, baseline report. It establishes the framework for assessing the performance of governments. As such, the first measure of progress towards the Closing the Gap targets will take place in the council’s next report.

Indigenous Australians have lower life expectancy, higher mortality rates, and attend hospital more often 

Despite major gains in life expectancy for all Australians over the past 15 years, there has been no significant change in the gap in mortality rates between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians.

· For the period 2005–07, the gap in life expectancy for Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians was 11.5 years for males and 9.7 years for females.

· Nationally, from 2005–07, the Indigenous mortality rate was over twice the rate for non-Indigenous Australians. In the Northern Territory and Western Australia, the rates were more than three times higher.

· The mortality rate for Indigenous children under five was twice the rate of other children.

· Nationally, from 2006–08, Indigenous Australians were hospitalised at around 1.5 times the rate of other Australians. 

Educational outcomes for Indigenous students are significantly below those for other students 

The council’s report highlights that disadvantage begins early for Indigenous Australians and the gaps between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians worsen and compound over time. For example, literacy skills underpin an individual’s success in school, further education and employment; however, many Indigenous children lack a solid foundation in literacy. 

· In 2008, almost one third of Indigenous children in Year 3 had reading skills below the national minimum standard, compared to only 6 per cent of non-Indigenous children. These differences continue throughout schooling and beyond.

· The participation of Indigenous students in NAPLAN testing was consistently below non-Indigenous students, decreasing from 90 per cent in Year 3 to less than 80 per cent in Year 9.

· In 2006, less than half of young Indigenous Australians aged between 20 and 24 had attained at least a Year 12 or equivalent qualification, compared to over 80 per cent of non-Indigenous Australians. 

Of the jurisdictions with larger Indigenous populations, Queensland had the highest Year 12 or equivalent attainment rate at almost 60 per cent.

· Indigenous students in very remote areas have very low rates of performance—far outweighing the effects of remoteness on non-Indigenous students.

Indigenous Australians experience substantially lower employment outcomes than         non-Indigenous Australians
· In 2008, over 50 per cent of working age Indigenous Australians (between 15 and 64 years) were employed compared to 75 per cent of non-Indigenous Australians.

· The unemployment rate was four times higher for Indigenous Australians at 17 per cent, compared to 4 per cent for non-Indigenous Australians.

· A quarter of young Indigenous Australians were unemployed compared to 9 per cent for                        non-Indigenous Australians. 

Recommendations 

The council has made a number of recommendations to COAG on ways to improve the performance reporting framework. Key recommendations include:  

Understanding regional differences 
Currently, there are only limited data available on outcomes for Indigenous people in remote areas compared to urban and regional areas. In future, the council would like to, where possible, undertake comparisons based on the outcomes for Indigenous Australians in different geographic locations across jurisdictions, and as such, has recommended that further data development be undertaken in this area.

Trajectories 
A unique feature of the National Indigenous Reform Agreement is the inclusion of trajectories to monitor performance. The trajectories are benchmarks against which governments are measured to determine if they are on track to meet the six targets within the set timeframes (from the baseline to the target year).  

At the time the council’s report was submitted to COAG, none of the trajectories had been finalised. The council recommends in its report that high priority be given to finalising the trajectories to enable to council to report on progress in future reports. Since then, the trajectories for one target—the halving the gap in Year 12 attainment—have been agreed. 

To read the council’s recommendations and access the full report, visit http://www.coag.gov.au/crc/reports.cfm
Other National Agreement reports

The commitment of all Australian governments to addressing Indigenous disadvantage is embodied in the objectives and outcomes of all six National Agreements. As such, the council’s National Agreement reports on Healthcare, Affordable Housing, Disability (released concurrently with this report), Education and Skills and Workforce Development (released in November 2009), each include an assessment of the performance of governments towards addressing Indigenous disadvantage in those specific areas. To access all of the council’s reports, visit http://www.coag.gov.au/crc/reports.cfm
Media contact

Megan Staunton

02 9329 7368, 0419 346 890
megan.staunton@pmc.gov.au 
Media contact: Megan Staunton, 02 9329 7368, 0419 346 890




More...
Media contact: Megan Staunton, 02 9329 7368, 0419 346 890



