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Communique from the Social Services Regulation Taskforce – Meeting of 29 January 2024
On 29 January 2024, the Social Services Regulation Taskforce (the taskforce) convened its twelfth meeting. The taskforce membership is at Attachment 1. 
The meeting agenda included updates from:
1. government co-chair, Mr Iwan Walters MP, Parliamentary Secretary for Disability
2. the department about the proposed new complaints scheme 
3. the department about transition to the new Social Services Regulator, including in relation to development of information sharing processes between the regulator and the department 
4. the department about plans for testing registration systems and processes with a small number of providers ahead of scheme commencement
5. the department about the development of regulations specific to supported residential services

Content
[bookmark: _Hlk135743648]Taskforce independent co-chairs, Adjunct Professor Ms Susan Pascoe AM and Mr Iwan Walters MP, Parliamentary Secretary for Disability, welcomed members and thanked them for their continued engagement and advice on the reforms for regulating social services. 
1.  An update from the Government co-chair, Mr Iwan Walters MP, Parliamentary Secretary for Disability 
Ahead of the Government’s announcement, the Government co-chair provided a confidential update to members on the appointment of the Social Services Regulator. The Parliamentary Secretary advised that following a rigorous, open recruitment process, Jonathan Kaplan was selected as the successful candidate and would commence in the role on 5 February. For the past three years Mr Kaplan has been the CEO of the Victorian Registration and Qualifications Authority, which regulates education and training in schools and vocational education and training providers and enforces the Child Safe Standards in schools. As the education sector regulator for Child Safe Standards, Mr Kaplan worked with co-regulators and a diverse range of duty holders in a complex stakeholder environment comprising individuals, small and large education providers, employers, government, and peak bodies. The Parliamentary Secretary noted Mr Kaplan’s extensive experience in senior leadership roles in the public service will help the new regulatory body establish a strong, supportive culture, and strong governance arrangements and corporate frameworks. 
The Government co-chair confidentially informed the Taskforce about some proposed reforms to expand the Regulator’s remit to include additional disability functions. He noted the proposed reforms will occur across the next two to three years and include: 
· the delay of the Worker and Carer Exclusion Scheme for two years, to provide the out of home care sector additional time to transition to the new social services scheme,
· consolidating the functions of the Disability Services Commissioner with the Social Services Regulator, to make the system easier to navigate for people with disability, reduce confusion for the sector and to ensure protections offered are delivered effectively, 
· establishing a social services complaint management scheme, to address current gaps in the safeguarding system by providing a dedicated independent complaints mechanism for social service users.
The co-chair noted that a public announcement about the reforms was expected in the coming days. The announcement was made on 1 February 2024. 
2.  Discussion about the proposed new complaints scheme 
The department facilitated a discussion about the proposed complaints scheme, outlining the typical features of a complaints scheme, and noting the reforms are at an early stage and there is not yet a proposed model. 
The department noted the Social Services Standards will require providers to have systems and processes in place to support service users to provide feedback and raise concerns about service quality and safety, and to manage and resolve those concerns. Where complaints are unable to be resolved locally, a complaints management scheme will:
· give service users a dedicated pathway to raise quality or safety issues and concerns,
· assist service users to be heard, and
· hold service providers to account.
The department shared a series of consultation questions and invited feedback from Taskforce about their various experiences with complaints. 
Taskforce members:
· agreed the current system for complaints is confusing and could be simplified and streamlined, 
· agreed in principle that expanding the Regulator’s remit to include complaints makes sense, noting the importance of a clear pathway for complaints, 
· noted the complaints and advocacy landscape is currently crowded with many players - including the Commission for Children and Young People, Victorian Ombudsman, Victims of Crime Commissioner, Office of the Public Advocate, Victorian Equal Opportunity & Human Rights Commission and the department, which has a role in looking into complaints about department funded and delivered services, and
· noted it will be important to design a system bearing this landscape in mind to minimise duplication, reduce confusion and ensure the overall landscape is as streamlined and accessible as possible.
Taskforce members noted the importance of a clear pathway for complaints and provided feedback, noting in its view:
· the reforms need to have regard to the evolving regulatory landscape for social services – for example, the Disability Royal Commission recommendations in respect of complaints, adult safeguarding and disability worker registration and the NDIS review 
· recognition that the Regulator’s role in overseeing compliance does have key differences from a focus on resolving complaints and vice versa
· the importance of learning from the Disability Services Commissioner’s approach to making the complaints process as accessible as possible and having a tailored approach that acknowledges the diversity of social service users’ characteristics and needs 
· the importance of continuing to engage with stakeholders, as the model is being developed
· priority be given to the guidance regulated entities need to meet their obligations under the new regulatory scheme from 1 July 2024.
The department noted that it will:
· provide the consultation questions about the complaints scheme to Taskforce members to enable them to discuss with their sectors where there is capacity to do so, to facilitate further discussion on complaints at the next Taskforce meeting on 13 March. 
· plan engagement activities with social service users to seek their feedback on the proposed complaints model, including with Safe and Equal’s Expert Panel.

3.  An update from the department on transition to the new Social Services Regulator, including how information sharing will work
The department provided an update on the transition to the new Social Services Regulator which included:
· transition timeline for 2024 and key upcoming milestones, and
· the process for developing information sharing arrangements between the department and the Social Services Regulator.
The department noted that information sharing protocols for information sharing arrangements between the Regulator and other agencies will be published.
Taskforce members emphasised the importance of providing guidance to support effective transition from 1 July 2024, particularly in complying with the Social Service Standards and reporting obligations.

4. An update from the department on testing registration systems with the sector
The department provided an update on plans to ensure smooth operation of the registration application processes for social service providers under the new scheme. 
The department will be testing the registration application process with a family violence provider, the department as a service provider, a disability provider with Transport Accident Commission/WorkSafe clients and a large provider (tbc).
The department noted that it will share learnings from the pilot with the Taskforce.  
5. An update from the department on regulations specific to supported residential services
The department provided an update about the development of regulations specific to supported residential services. 
The current regulations for this sector will sunset on 30 June 2024. The proposed regulations will replace these and ensure the same or similar protections apply to residents of supported residential services as under the current framework. The department noted that the proposed regulations have minor drafting differences from the existing supported residential services requirements, for example, to modernise the language.
The proposed regulations will be made in March.
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