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Mr Stuart Benson 

State Secretary 

Labor Party of Australia (Tasmanian Division) 

 

By email: members@tas.alp.org.au  

 

Re: 2021 Tasmania State Election 

             

Dear Mr Benson   

 

I write to you in your capacity as director of the Tasmanian Labor Party’s 2021 state election campaign.  

 

Occupational Therapy Australia (OTA) is seeking information and undertakings from your party on issues of concern 

to our members and the communities they serve. OTA is the professional association and peak representative body 

for occupational therapists in Australia. More than 350 occupational therapists currently work across the 

government, non-government, private and community sectors in Tasmania.  

 

Occupational therapists are key allied health professionals who work with people and communities to overcome 

limitations to everyday living caused by such things as injury or illness, psychological or emotional difficulties, 

developmental delay, or the effects of ageing. Occupational therapists work in a diverse range of practice settings 

including acute hospitals, rehabilitation settings, community and primary health, chronic disease self-management, 

integrated mental health, education, driver assessment, paediatrics and aged care. 

 

Your response to this correspondence will be made available to our members so that they can make an informed 

decision at the ballot box on 1 May. Please be assured that similar correspondence with the other major parties 

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

 

COVID-19 Challenges  
Given the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, healthcare will no doubt be a key consideration for voters this 

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

long-term physical and psychological effects of the virus, and the measures to address it, are not yet fully 

understood. As we deal with the immediate challenge of containing the virus, occupational therapists are providing 

vital services that reduce hospital admission and readmissions and improve transitional outcomes. In a hospital 

setting, occupational therapists provide care coordination, case management, transition services including discharge 

planning, and onward referral to relevant services.  

 

Ask: A commitment to ensure occupational therapists are included in the long term response to COVID-19. 

 

Mental Health  
As communities attempt to re-engage, lasting social isolation, loneliness and loss of connections continue to 

threaten mental health, contributing to an increased risk of mental illness and suicide. There is clearly a pressing 

need for more mental health professionals to meet these increasing demands. 
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Occupational therapists play an important role in mental health care and work across the full spectrum of mental 

health. While occupational therapists who work in mental health also implement many of the same psychological 

therapies as other professions, they are uniquely skilled in using ‘occupation’ to improve wellbeing. Occupational 

therapists promote health, wellbeing, and recovery through enabling clients to engage in personally meaningful and 

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

 

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

Government. While OTA commends the Tasmanian Government’s recent announcement of an additional $1.5 

million to support the mental health and wellbeing of police officers in Tasmania, it is regrettable that none of this 

additional funding is to provide occupational therapy services. 

 

Ask: A commitment that occupational therapy is included in any future funding commitments for mental health.  

 

Workforce 
Key issues identified in the Occupation report for occupational therapist in Tasmania by the Department of Skills, 
Small and Family Business (May 2019) include: 
 

• Employers recruiting occupational therapists in Tasmania were unable to fill the majority of their vacancies. 

Vacancies were located across Tasmania and were for a variety of settings, including public and private 

hospitals, aged care facilities and private practices. 

• All employers sought qualified (at the bachelor or masters level) and suitably experienced applicants who 

were registered, or eligible for registration, with the Australian Health Practitioner Regulation 

Agency (AHPRA). 

• Employers considered 30 per cent of qualified applicants unsuitable due to a lack of the required experience 

(for example, in a clinical setting or acute/sub-acute care, or the ability to work independently). 

• The majority of employers reported difficulties attracting suitable applicants for vacancies in Tasmania. 

Employers noted the perception that Tasmania offers limited opportunities for career development. In 

addition, there is no undergraduate training available in Tasmania for occupational therapists.  

• The AHPRA Performance Report: Tasmania indicates, as at March 2019, there were 312 occupational 

therapists whose principal place of practice was Tasmania. There has been a steady increase of occupational 

therapists: 309 as at March 2018, 291 as at March 2017 and 283 as at March 2016. 

• The 2016 Census data shows 230 people identified as occupational therapists in Tasmania; 10.5 per cent 

were owner managers and 89.5 per cent were employees. 

• The FTE for occupational therapy is inadequate in the THS to address the health needs Tasmanians. 

Furthermore, subsequent challenges in recruiting to occupational therapy vacancies in the THS were seen as 

an opportunity to reduce FTE in the 2019 Affordable Budget Establishment (ABE).  As an example, 

Occupational Therapy services in the north face a 29% reduction in FTE.  

Ask: 

• A commitment to review occupational therapy workloads, pay equity with mainland professional 
development opportunities and support and career structures. 

• A commitment to addressing workforce shortages, and consequently reduced access to essential services, 
in rural, regional and remote parts of Tasmania. 

Education  
Allied health professionals are integral to transforming health. They contribute specific expertise to the overall 
health and wellbeing of individuals and communities. Improving Tasmania’s health requires greater access to 
comprehensive allied health care. Enhancing health outcomes and health delivery systems requires greater 
recognition of and support for quality State-based education and training for the allied health professions. 
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It is important that Tasmanian people have local options for becoming an allied health professional and are able to 
complete courses that are locally responsive to community health needs across our different regions. The University  
of Tasmania via their Allied Health Expansion Project are currently exploring the range of Allied Health courses the  
College of Health and Medicine may offer.  
 
Education and training are important elements of any workforce plan, however it seems that there is no 
acknowledgement of other significant factors influencing recruitment, such as scope of  practice, market exposure, 
visa or sponsorship assistance, comparable remuneration, working conditions, relocation support, and other 
recruitment incentives.  
 
Ask: A commitment to address the shortage of occupational therapists in Tasmania through visa or 

sponsorship assistance, comparable remuneration, improved working conditions, relocation support, and 
other recruitment incentives.  

 

Allied Health 
OTA believes that the Tasmanian government should accept and act upon the definitive evidence that allied health 
practitioners save our health system money.  

• They play a key role in preventative care; for example, an occupational therapist prescribing the installation 
of grab-rails and rubber shower mats in the home of an elderly client may well prevent a fall which results in 
that client occupying a public hospital bed, at a cost to the community of thousands of dollars a day.  

•  They ameliorate the effects of injury, ill health, age and disability, thereby enhancing an individual’s quality 
of life and often rendering them more productive.  

•  In both these capacities, allied health professionals help keep people out of GPs’ clinics and the emergency 
departments of our already overstretched public hospitals. 

 
The role of Clinical Nurse Educator (CNE) in Australia is to provide educational services for nurses, and a link with 
patients and the organisation. Traditionally this was a face-to-face training role but the changing nature of 
healthcare – larger hospitals, ever increasing specialisation, health services that cover large geographic areas – has 
changed the role. The clinical nurse educator can now be more of a provider of a training service, where they 
facilitate training by other educators, and a provider of training tools. Having a similar model for the allied health 
professions within the THS would significantly increase access to education and training.  

 

Ask:  

• A commitment to develop a clear statement about the role of allied health professionals within primary 

care to guide future work by the Tasmanian Department of Health and any taskforces or committees. 

• A commitment to recognise the key role allied health professionals play in the health and wellbeing of 

the community, and clarify the funding model for the sector into the future. 

• A commitment to explore the possibility of an allied health educator role.  

 
Primary Health Care 
Targeted spending on primary health care is a means of addressing the health needs of individuals before they 

become more acute. A proactive investment in ‘wellness’, rather than reactive spending on the treatment of 

illness, represents a longer-term investment in the health of the community.  

 

While the creation of Primary Health Networks (PHNs) tasked with addressing local population health needs is a 

positive initiative for local communities, OTA believes there should be greater investment in raising community 

and GP awareness of the vital ‘value add’ provided by allied health professionals. This will enhance the holistic 

nature, and therefore the effectiveness, of primary health care. 
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Ask: A commitment to invest in raising community and GPs’ awareness of the vital ‘value add’ provided by allied     

health professionals 
 

Digital investment  
Despite the substantial amount of data collected in the healthcare system, that system struggles to provide value-
based, person-centred care. Data is collected in many difference systems that often do not “talk to” each other, 
meaning clinicians could be missing some vitally important data.  
 
For many allied health services, information continues to be collected on paper. By not keeping up with technology 
that is available in the wider healthcare sector, a significant barrier is created to the timely sharing of information 
along the patient journey. Allied health must move from paper and document-centric health information capture, to 
more data-driven and technology-enabled information capture and use. 
 

Ask:  

• A commitment to significant investment to improve medical record systems.  

• A commitment to invest in access to data reporting and analysis support for occupational therapists and 

other allied health teams, thereby facilitating informed decision making and service evaluation and 

design. 

 
Making facilities fit for purpose  
At present, the physical environment of both Community Mental Health Services in the northern region of Tasmania 
and Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) sends an indirect message that publicly funded mental 
health services are not valued as highly as other medical services.  The building which houses CAMHS is more akin to 
the environment of an accounting firm than that of a place where children and their families are welcomed and 
provided a health service. The building where adult and older persons mental health services are provided is in 
general disrepair.  
 
Ask: A commitment to undertake a review to ensure all public health facilities are fit for purpose and develop an 

investment plan to fix those that are not fit for purpose.  

 

Department of Communities  
We have had feedback from OTA members that after doing an assessment for a social housing tenant and making 
recommendations for modifications, these requests have been denied. One example was a simple recommendation 
to which the Department of Communities responded by stating that if they did it for that tenant, all other tenants 
would be wanting the same.  
 
Ask: A commitment that all occupational therapy recommendations for social housing tenants should be actioned, 
as these modifications lead to improved health outcomes and reduced hospital admissions for a very vulnerable 
cohort of the Tasmanian community.  
 

In order to ensure adequate time for our members to consider responses to this correspondence, it would be 

appreciated if we received your reply by Friday 23 April. I can be reached at Alina.tooley@otaus.com.au 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Alina.tooley@otaus.com.au
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Thank you in anticipation of your response. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 
Alina Tooley 

Tasmanian Divisional Manager 

Occupational Therapy Australia  


