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1. Background and context of our submission

The NSW Ageing and Disability Commission (ADC) commenced on 1 July 2019. The ADC is an
independent statutory body that is focused on safeguarding older people and adults with
disability from abuse, neglect and exploitation, and protecting and promoting their rights.

Our main functions include:

e responding to allegations of abuse, neglect, and exploitation of older people (65 years
and over or, if Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander, 50 years and over) and adults
with disability (18 years and over), including by providing advice, making referrals and
conducting investigations

o following an investigation, taking further action that is necessary to protect the adult
from abuse, neglect, and exploitation

e raising awareness and educating the public about matters relating to the abuse,
neglect and exploitation of older people and adults with disability

e inquiring into and reporting on systemic issues relating to the protection and promotion
of the rights, or the abuse, neglect, and exploitation, of adults with disability and older
people.

The ADC’s Ageing and Disability Abuse Helpline handles enquiries and statutory reports
about adults with disability and older people who are subject to, or at risk of, abuse, neglect
and exploitation. The Helpline provides early intervention and assistance by providing
information, advice, support, and referrals. In certain cases, the ADC takes further actions,
including making inquiries, working with the adult and other parties to improve the adult’s
safety and circumstances, and conducting investigations.

Brief data context

Between 1 July 2019 and 30 June 2024, the ADC received 67,808 calls and handled 14,451
statutory reports about abuse, neglect and exploitation of older people in NSW. The volume of
reports to the ADC about older people increased two-fold (108%) over the five-year period and
is continuing to increase year-on-year.

Of the reports about older people:
e Two-thirds (67%) have been about older women.
e The largest proportion (19%) has related to older people aged 80-84 years.

e Most have involved more than one form of alleged abuse, including psychological
abuse (39% of allegations), financial abuse (29%), neglect (21%), physical abuse (8%),
sexual abuse (1%), and other abuse (2%).

e Most have alleged abuse by the older person’s relatives (63%), mainly adult children
(57%); and current or former intimate partners (13%).

e Over half (53%) have been about older people living in regional, rural or remote NSW.

e The main reporters to the ADC have been paid staff/professionals (29%) and adult
children (28%). 14% of reports have been made by older people themselves.

More detailed data, including quarterly, annual, and five-year data reports, are available on
our website'.

" Further ADC data is available at https://ageingdisabilitycommission.nsw.gov.au/tools-and-resources/dashboard-
data.html.
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2. General feedback

Overall, we support the proposed national plan. Our feedback is primarily focused on areas
where we believe the plan could be strengthened, and additional aspects that warrant
consideration for inclusion or amendment.

Supporting the plan

For the plan to be useful and effective in achieving its objectives, there must be a clear and
strong commitment by governments, including resourcing. Without the backing and
commitment from leaders and appropriate financial investment, there is a significant risk that
the actions will be focused on business-as-usual activities, mount additional responsibilities
onto already stretched services and frontline staff, and/or build expectations that cannot be
met.

‘Elder abuse’ and domestic and family violence

We are pleased to see coercive control of older people highlighted in the plan. While abuse of
older people is often framed as ‘elder abuse’, it is vital to recognise that is commonly domestic
and family violence (DFV). The majority of reports to the ADC about abuse, neglect and
exploitation of older people involve DFV, and coercive control is endemic. However, overall,
there is poor understanding and recognition of DFV of older people across the community,
adversely affecting necessary activities to prevent, identify, report and respond to the abuse,
and the access of older people to DFV systems and supports.

We would welcome an increased focus in the plan on DFV. Reinforcing the link between abuse
of older people and DFV, including coercive control, is an important step to reducing barriers
of ageism and ableism and provides an opportunity for education and a cultural shift to ensure
abuse of older people is not dismissed and does not go unnoticed. While we appreciate that
DFV services are mentioned in Focus Area 3, we would like to see DFV better reflected and
incorporated across the plan. There is a need for inclusion of, and a greater focus on, older
people in DFV policies and plans, and a greater focus on DFV in this plan targeted at abuse
and mistreatment of older people.

Neglect

Neglect of older people is a serious issue, and the ADC receives many reports involving
alleged serious neglect, including older people in life-threatening circumstances. In our
experience, the causes of neglect of older people and adults with disability, and the factors
involved in these matters, are generally poorly understood, and concerns are often not being
raised until the older person is already in a grave condition.

It will be important to ensure that neglect is adequately included and reflected in the national
plan to enable appropriate attention and action on this issue. Neglect would not necessarily
be readily recognised by the public as ‘mistreatment’ and there is a risk that this issue will be
overshadowed in the plan by abuse.

We note that the definition of ‘elder abuse’ does not provide for the inclusion of self-neglect.
Self-neglect by older people is frequently reported to the ADC, with common issues including
squalor, hoarding, and refusal of supports or medical services, with detrimental outcomes for
the older people involved. The ADC supports the inclusion of comprehensive prevention
strategies in the national plan to address neglect and self-neglect. These strategies should
consider the mental and physical health of older people, their family circumstances, financial
situation and social support systems, while balancing personal autonomy and dignity of risk
with the need to safeguard from harm.
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The ADC is currently undertaking a multi-stage research project on neglect of older people
and adults with disability (see section 3.4).

3. Focus areas and priority actions

3.1 Increasing community awareness, education and engagement

We welcome the intended targeted approach, informed by the needs of specific audiences,
and using a broad range of communication channels to have maximum reach. We agree that
accessibility of the information and messaging for priority groups is critical, including in
relation to First Nations, multicultural, and LGBTQIA+ communities, and people with cognitive
impairment.

Role of local community abuse prevention Collaboratives

In relation to local community engagement activities and targeted approaches, we have found
the community-based abuse prevention Collaboratives model in NSW to be effective. The 19
Collaboratives are supported by the ADC and comprise representatives from local community,
government and non-government services who undertake a wide range of abuse prevention
and awareness-raising activities that are targeted to, and informed by, their community. The
Collaboratives use a collective impact and primary prevention approach, and their success is
supported by their knowledge of their local community and commitment to the prevention of
abuse.

The Collaboratives can be effective mechanisms for informing, facilitating and amplifying
community awareness and engagement activities and communications, and should be
considered in the development of approaches for delivering on the priority actions in Focus
Area 1, and a key part of the national prevention framework identified in Focus Area 4. In the
context of competing priorities for Collaborative member agencies and resourcing challenges,
the national plan also provides a valuable opportunity to explore how such local community-
based collaboratives of professionals could be harnessed to play a key but sustainable role in
the prevention of the abuse of older people nationally.

3.2 Enhancing legal frameworks and adult safeguarding responses

Overall, the identified priority actions in Focus Area 2 are pitched at a very low level, with
actions to ‘Continue efforts...’, ‘Continue to raise awareness...’, ‘Consider recommendations...’
and ‘Continue to implement...". It would be easy for jurisdictions to report that they had
completed these priority actions, notwithstanding that there had been no tangible initiatives
or progress and no meaningful change for older people or communities. It is difficult to
reconcile these actions with the aspirational vision statement and intent of the national plan.
In our view, there would be strong merit in revising these priority actions to better reflect the
intended outcomes and provide greater specificity.

Greater coordination of safeguarding supports and clearer avenues for reporting

We support the recommendations of the Disability Royal Commission in relation to
strengthening adult safeguarding responses, including that states and territories should
ensure that adult safeguarding functions are operated by adequately resourced independent
statutory bodies. We agree with the information in the national plan that older people and the
broader community need clear avenues to raise a concern about abuse or mistreatment.

However, the references in the national plan to the dedicated adult safeguarding agencies or

similar entities do not accurately or adequately reflect the recommended or actual functions
and work of the key adult safeguarding agencies, including the ADC. In particular, the
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investigative role has been minimised, and the focus has been placed on the safeguarding
agencies receiving reports and coordinating support and assistance.

Facilitating connections to support and coordinating and marshalling responses is an
important part of the work of the ADC. However, it is critical to recognise the role of adult
safeguarding entities in investigating allegations of abuse, neglect and exploitation, with the
older person at the forefront. It reflects the focus in our legislation (and South Australia) and
is consistent with the recommendations of multiple inquiries and reviews relevant to the
abuse of older people and people with disability. The importance of adult safeguarding bodies
with proactive investigative powers also reflects feedback received in the evaluation of the
first national plan3

Legal frameworks

As noted earlier, we would welcome more specific and proactive language in relation to
Priority Action 2.2, such as replacing ‘Continue to raise awareness about...” with ‘Enhance
public understanding of...".

There would also be merit in reducing some of the ambiguity in the language in Priority Action
2.2 regarding the references to ‘planning ahead’ and ‘enduring instruments’. From our
experience, it will be important to explain what ‘planning ahead’ includes, such as organising
legal documents or setting up healthcare directives, to reduce confusion and
misunderstanding. In addition, while we appreciate that there are some state and territory
differences in terminology, we consider that there would be value in exploring options to
replace ‘enduring instruments’ with ‘Power of Attorney’ or ‘Enduring Guardianship, or
‘Advanced Care Directive’ to make things clearer.

In our view, the national plan should also include a focus on raising awareness about the legal
rights of older people, especially around financial matters such as gifting, inheritance,
tenancy laws, and loan applications, to better prevent financial abuse.

3.3 Strengthening the capacity and capability of services

Specialist services

We agree with the proposed focus on strengthening the capacity and capability of support
services, including to address issues relating to equity of access. The Commonwealth-funded
specialist services provide valued support, but the options are highly limited, and access is
largely determined by location rather than need.

As part of the development of the national prevention framework, we believe there would be
strong merit in exploring options to better integrate supports and responses, and to make
more effective use of limited resources. For example, exploring the potential for the
Commonwealth-funded specialist elder abuse units to be integrated with the state and
territory adult safeguarding agencies. In our view, there is a need to revisit the existing
arrangements with a view to leveraging the strengths of each model while reducing
confusion, making it easier for older people to access the assistance they need, and delivering
a more comprehensive and multidisciplinary service.

1800ELDERHelp

1800ELDERHelp plays a vital role in making it easier for callers to get to the right place to
raise their concerns about the abuse of an older person. We agree that it is important that
older people and other concerned individuals are aware of the phone line, and we support the

2 Case examples of the ADC’s investigative work and outcomes are provided in our annual reports, available at:
https://ageingdisabilitycommission.nsw.gov.au/reports-and-submissions.html.
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intention to strengthen the state and territory Helplines the calls are redirected to.

However, it is important to recognise at the outset that ‘improving the capacity of staff to
respond to calls’ in Priority Action 3.3 will necessitate additional resourcing. While most of the
calls to the NSW Helpline do not come via 1I800ELDERHelp?3, an increase in calls to the central
phone line has a direct impact on Helpline workload. The trend in calls to 1B00ELDERHelp
increasing year on year is consistent with the broader experience of the ADC. Between
2019/20 and 2023/24, calls to our Helpline increased 66%, and reports about older people
increased two-fold (108%). The growth in demand is continuing and is expected to rise, given
the ageing population, increasing risk factors, and the intended uplift in awareness and action
associated with implementation of the national plan, but allocated budgets have not kept
pace with demand. Amid such constrained resources and operational challenges, it is
imperative that any actions to increase contact with the Helplines and improve their capacity
to respond are supported by additional resourcing.

We support the intended action to enhance 1800ELDERHelp phone lines data collection and
reporting (see section 3.4).

Information sharing between professionals in relevant occupations

There would be merit in the national plan to examine the adequacy of current information
sharing provisions for preventing and appropriately responding to the abuse of older people,
and the need for a clear national framework and arrangements. In our experience, the existing
arrangements are poorly understood, do not adequately cover concerns and risks relating to
financial abuse, and place an undue emphasis on privacy over safety. Among other things,
there would be benefit in considering the adequacy and application of the current
arrangements in relation to the work of ‘professionals in relevant occupations’ (per the ‘Key
terminology’ in the national plan) with older people who are subject to, or at risk of, abuse,
neglect and exploitation.

3.4 Addressing gaps in the evidence base and increasing collaboration

Implementation and governance

We welcome the information in the public consultation draft plan regarding the intended
governance, monitoring and evaluation arrangements, including that a Monitoring and
Evaluation Framework will be developed; the Implementation Executive Group will drive,
monitor and be accountable for the implementation of activities; and there will be public
reporting on the progress of initiatives, linked to the Action Plans.

While important progress was made in the last national plan and there were positive
outcomes, there is a pressing need to ensure that this plan both delivers against its objectives
and makes the best use of the limited available resources. In our view, there is a need for
enhanced transparency and accountability, and better sharing of information, including to
identify and address barriers to progress at an early point.

In relation to the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework, we will be keen to see further details
as the framework is developed and to receive early advice regarding the timeline for its
staged development. In our view, it will be important to ensure that the program logic is
reviewed to include adequate detail, clear goals, evaluation questions, and targeted and
diverse methods to measure success. It should also address gaps identified in the National
Elder Abuse Prevalence Study and include individuals with lived experience and advocates in
the advisory and assessment processes.

3 For example, in October - December 2024, the NSW Ageing and Disability Abuse Helpline received 4,304 calls.
Of these calls, 871 (20%) came via 1800ELDERHelp.
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Data sharing and public reporting

We note that the Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS) evaluation included the
recommendation to consider ways to improve data sharing across state, territory and
Commonwealth agencies. We appreciate the monthly data that is currently shared by the
Commonwealth Attorney General’s Department (AGD) with the state and territory Helplines
regarding 1800ELDERHelp call figures, and we provide quarterly data to the AGD against
agreed fields relating to calls and reports about abuse of older people (in line with the MOU
with the Commonwealth).

However, we believe there are opportunities to substantially improve the sharing of data and
other key information and to provide greater transparency and accountability, including:

e The monthly 1800ELDERHelp call data should be publicly reported by the AGD,
providing greater transparency over the use of the line, trends and patterns, and any
changes associated with public awareness campaigns. Any barriers to the release of
this data should be resolved in partnership with the states and territories.

e There should be reporting back to the states and territories on the combined quarterly
data provided under the MOU, to support greater transparency on the national picture
and more informed discussions and decisions about data capture by the Helplines.

e All states and territories should publicly report on a regular basis their Helpline data
on contacts relating to abuse of older people. This does not currently appear to be the
case. It is important that relevant data and information is publicly available and that
any barriers to the release of this information are addressed. In NSW, we publish
quarterly and annual data on the ADC website relating to calls and reports to our
Helpline.

The data overview presented in the national plan reflects the overall experience of the ADC,
offering insights into the multifaceted nature of abuse of older people. Comprehensive data
collection across sectors is essential for identifying instances of abuse of older people,
understanding the scope of related issues, and addressing emerging concerns effectively.
Better data collection and analysis can help guide more targeted interventions and resources
and inform how services can be delivered in the most effective way.

Collaboration and information sharing

There would be significant benefit in implementing mechanisms to support greater sharing of
information across jurisdictions regarding new or impactful initiatives, resources, and
research/ other projects, to enable jurisdictions to learn from and leverage what works and
avoid ‘reinventing the wheel’ or duplication of effort. The ADC has a community of practice
with the other adult safeguarding bodies that handle reports about abuse (SA Adult
Safeguarding Unit, ACT Human Rights Commission, and Qld Public Guardian), which enables
the fruitful sharing of information, including in relation to operational issues, engagement,
communications, and actions on systemic issues affecting our work and the adults we assist.

We note the references in Focus Area 4 to increasing collaboration to ensure shared learning
of best practice, including though the establishment of dedicated communities of practice
that incorporate the voices of people with lived experience of abuse and mistreatment.
However, it is not clear how these communities of practice would be intended to operate or
their aim(s). In our view, Priority Action 4.4 would benefit from greater clarity regarding the
intended purpose and objectives.

Research

The ADC welcomes the focus on research that addresses gaps in the evidence base, including
those identified in the National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study. We support the funded
research projects that are currently underway and have appreciated the opportunity to help
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inform the decisions about research priorities and the scope of the work. We are keen for the
collaborative approach to continue, whether through continuation of the Research and Data
Priorities Working Group or an alternative mechanism.

One of the areas identified by the National Elder Abuse Prevalence Study as needing further
research was neglect. The ADC is currently undertaking a research project on neglect of older
people and adults with disability in their family, home and community in NSW. The project
includes analysis by the University of NSW of de-identified data from around 1,500 reports to
the ADC involving allegations of neglect to (among other things):

¢ identify opportunities and strategies to better prevent and respond to neglect of older
people and adults with disability

e identify areas, agencies and groups for targeted education, engagement and
awareness activities

e help inform broader conversations and strategies in relation to neglect, including
national activities.

The research project is due to be completed by December 2025.

7|PAGE





