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Melissa James 

Secretary, ACT Labour 

1st Floor, 222 City Walk  

Canberra ACT 2601 

 

By email: secretary@act.alp.org.au  

 

11 September 2020 

Dear Ms James 

 

RE: 2020 Australian Capital Territory state election 

 

I write to you in your capacity as secretary of the Australian Capital Territory Labour Party’s 2020 state 

election campaign. 

 

The ACT Division of Occupational Therapy Australia (OTA) is seeking information and undertakings on issues 

of concern to our members. Your response will be made available to our members so that they can make 

an informed decision at the ballot box on 17 October. Please be assured that similar correspondence with 

the other major parties contesting the election will also be made available to our members. 

 

OTA is the professional association and peak representative body for occupational therapists in Australia. 

As of June 2020, there were approximately 400 registered occupational therapists working across the 

government, non-government, private and community sectors in the ACT. 

 

Occupational therapists are allied health professionals whose role is to enable their clients to participate in 

meaningful and productive activities. They provide services such as physical and mental health therapy, 

vocational rehabilitation, driver assessments, chronic disease management, assistive equipment 

prescription and home modifications, as well as key disability supports and services. 

 

Increased number of occupational therapy positions in mental health 

Mental health is a longstanding and core area of practice in occupational therapy, dating back to the 

beginning of the profession. Occupational therapists work across the full spectrum of mental health. This 

includes relatively common conditions, such as anxiety and mood disorders, as well as those which require 

more targeted interventions, such as psychosis, eating disorders and trauma-related conditions. 

 

Whilst occupational therapists also utilise many of the same psychological therapies as other mental health 

professions, they are uniquely skilled in using ‘occupations’ to improve wellbeing. Through the prescription 

of graded tasks and activities, occupational therapists empower their clients to access personally relevant 

and valued roles in life. Now, more than ever, occupational therapists are needed in our communities. 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has created an environment of unprecedented isolation, uncertainty and 

inactivity. As people attempt to re-engage, lasting social isolation, loneliness and loss of connections 
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continues to threaten mental health, contributing to an increased risk of mental illness and suicide. 

Occupational therapists can assist with routines, social connections, and participation in daily life and 

community – all of which have been severely impacted by physical distancing measures.   

 

Regrettably, the role of occupational therapy in mental health care is currently undervalued by the ACT 

Government. There is a need for more occupational therapy positions across the territory’s mental health 

facilities. Moreover, positions requiring expertise in occupational therapy are too frequently advertised as 

generalist positions which can be filled by psychologists and/or nurses. OTA is also concerned that when an 

occupational therapist leaves a position it is not always subsequently filled by an occupational therapist. 

 

Will a re-elected Labour Government recognise the unique contribution of occupational therapy to mental 

health, and act to ensure there is an adequate and ongoing number of occupational therapists working in 

the ACT mental health sector? 

 

Increased number of occupational therapy positions in schools 

In a classroom setting, occupational therapists recommend, implement and monitor services to support 

students’ participation at school. School-based interventions can include: 

• Assisting students to acquire and master the critical skills which underpin participation at school, 

including social and motor skills and emotional regulation; 

• Collaborating with educational staff to adapt the social or physical environment to better meet the 

student’s needs; and 

• Engaging students in activities relevant to their capabilities to increase feelings of confidence and 
promote identification with a positive self-identity. 

 

For children with a disability or special needs, occupational therapists form an integral part of their support 

team, addressing barriers to learning and socialising to maximise their participation in the curriculum. 

 

As school-based mental health practitioners, occupational therapists provide risk assessment, crisis 

intervention and longer-term mental health therapies to help students engage at school. 

 

Unfortunately, occupational therapists are currently underutilised in ACT schools. Unlike psychologists, 

occupational therapists are not automatically deployed in schools as part of their student services team. 

While occupational therapists are represented in the Education Directorate’s Network Student Engagement 

Teams (NSET), the present need far outstrips supply. 

 

I note that recommendation 2 of Youth Mental Health in ACT – a report released this year by the Standing 

Committee on Education, Employment and Youth Affairs – called for the ACT Government to recruit more 

school psychologists. Whilst OTA supports this recommendation in principle, the initiative should be 

expanded to include other suitably qualified practitioners. For example, the Victorian Government recently 

announced its Mental Health Practitioners in Secondary Schools Initiative which will see a psychologist, 

mental health nurse, social worker or occupational therapist in every state secondary campus by 2022.  

 

If re-elected, will a Labour Government ensure that more occupational therapists are employed in ACT 

schools, including in a mental health practitioner capacity? 

  



 
 

 

 

Improved supports for victims of family and domestic violence 

New data from the Australian Institute of Criminology indicates that close to one in twenty women 

experienced physical or sexual violence from a cohabitating partner between March and May of this year. It 

comes as no surprise that, for many women, the onset or escalation of this violence coincided with the 

pandemic.  

 

Disturbing accounts of family violence perpetrated against young people have also been uncovered in Now 

You Have Heard Us. What Will You Do?, a joint report from the ACT Government and Human Rights 

Commission. 

 

The ACT Government must renew its commitments on family violence, both to reducing its incidence and 

to providing victims with supports which are appropriate, accessible and effective. 

 

I note that the Standing Committee on Justice and Community Safety recommended significant reform 

following its 2019 Inquiry into Domestic and Family Violence. Occupational therapists are uniquely skilled to 

implement many of services suggested by the Committee.  

 

For example, the following recommendation is closely aligned with the occupational therapy skillset: 

That programs and responses involving children not only include counselling but also other 

appropriate services, for example socialisation or exercise activities which can assist children in 

broader self-development. 

 

What supports and services will a Labour Government provide for victims of family and domestic violence 

in the ACT? 

 

Greater regulation of vehicle modifications 

Occupational Therapy Driver Assessors (OTDA) can conduct on- and off-road driving assessments and, 

where required, prescribe and install vehicle modifications. OTDAs complete specialised post-graduate 

training, ensuring they are highly qualified to determine medical fitness to drive. 

 

OTA members advise that the ACT currently lacks clear legislation, regulations or guidelines regarding who 

can prescribe and install vehicle modifications, and under what circumstances. 

 

This has prompted the following concerns: 

1. Unqualified individuals may be prescribing, trialling and installing vehicle modifications without a 

completed Driver Licence Medical Form or prior off-road assessment. 

2. It is unclear if or how often this occurs without an assessment or prior recommendations from a 

qualified OTDA. 

3. Drivers may not be aware that they could be driving unlicensed and uninsured if the modifications 

were not prescribed by a qualified assessor and endorsed on their licence. 

4. Drivers may be upgrading their existing modifications to newer technology without assessment or 

advice to ensure that they continue to meet current road standards. 



 
 

 

 

5. When hand controls are fitted, a system to disengage the vehicle pedals while hand controls are on 

must also be installed. This is to ensure the driver does not inadvertently depress the vehicle pedals 

while using the hand controls. It is uncertain whether unqualified installers of vehicle modifications 

are aware of and meeting this requirement.  

6. For participants of the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS), vehicle modifications should be 

purchased from the assistive technology budget at level four. This requires an OTDA assessment 

and endorsement of the modifications on their licence. Participants with self-managed plans have 

been directed to bypass the OTDA assessment and purchase modifications using their core budget.  

7. There may also have been attempts to influence NDIS participants to use specific services which 

will benefit the provider. For example, a participant approaches a driving school and the school 

trials modifications, recommends a specific installer and provides lessons on how to drive with the 

modifications: a process which bypasses the OTDA assessment and licencing requirements. 

 

Will a re-elected Labour Government act to resolve these issues and ensure that vehicle modifications are 

only prescribed by qualified OTDAs following on- and off-road assessment? 

 

To ensure that our members have adequate time to consider the responses of all parties to this 

correspondence, we ask that your reply reach our office by 8 October 2020. 

 

Thank you in anticipation of your response. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 
Nicole O’Reilly 

Acting ACT Divisional Manager 


