


OFFICIAL   

2  
OFFICIAL   

Attachment(s) 

Attachment A  Event Running Sheet 

Attachment B  Biographical details of Head of Taskforce, AVM Barbara Courtney, and  

    Deputy Head of Taskforce, BRIG Eamon Lenaghan. 

Attachment C  Guest List (numbers/breakdown) 

Attachment D  Location Map  
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ATTACHMENT C 

Guest List 

Guest name Organisation 
RCDVS Taskforce staff 

 (72 people, 22 of which are uniformed) 

8 Directorates 

Executive 

Communications and Ministerial 

Plans and Lessons 

Governance 

Information Management 

General Counsel 

Policy  

People and Wellbeing 

Defence 

In total we have 161 current employees 

To preserve our workforce we have remote 
working arrangements in place. This event will 
give MINDP the chance to meet the Taskforce 
staff currently in office.  
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Background: 

9. The Royal Commission was established on 8 July 2021. On 30 March 2022, the Royal Commissioners
wrote to Government seeking a 12 month extension to deliver their final report.
The Governor-General, His Excellency General the Honourable David Hurley AC DSC (Retd), agreed to
amend the Letters Patent extending the final report date from 15 June 2023 to 17 June 2024.

10. Defence and DVA are part of the Commonwealth response to the Royal Commission.
The Commonwealth is represented by the Australian Government Solicitors and the interface
between the Commonwealth and the Royal Commission is facilitated by AGD.

11. The interim report of the Royal Commission is due to be handed down to Government, via the
Governor-General, on 11 August 2022 and will include recommendations on matters the
Royal Commission considers require urgent or immediate action from Government.

12. Defence and DVA anticipate that an embargoed copy of the interim report will be provided to senior
stakeholders in Defence and DVA, including the Heads of Taskforce, prior to it being tabled in
Parliament.

13. While AGD will prepare the WoG Talking Points, we have taken the liberty to prepare Defence and
DVA portfolio Ministerial holding lines should they be required (Attachment A).

14. The recommendations made in the report are expected to cover complex issues requiring
consultation across Defence, DVA and Government to develop a comprehensive recommended
response.

15. Based on repeated public comments of the Royal Commission, Defence considers it highly likely
there will be recommendations in relation to:

a. access to information held by Defence and DVA for individuals or families who are engaging
with the Royal Commission, and broader information sharing challenges;

b. the veteran support system legislative framework and claims processes;

c. protections for Commonwealth Officers (Defence Members) who may disclose sensitive
information to the Royal Commission; and

d. Commonwealth privilege exemptions for the Royal Commission.

16. Defence and DVA are prepared to contribute to the WoG response on these, and any other matters
raised in the interim report recommendations.
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MINISTERIAL TALKING POINTS 

 
Royal Commission into Defence and Veteran Suicide - Interim Report due 

11 August 2022  
 

Background 
 
The Royal Commission is expected to provide their interim report to the 
Governor-General on 11 August 2022, and may also publish their report shortly 
afterwards. A Government response to the report will be required. 
 

 
Talking Points 
 
 The death by suicide of any Australian is a tragedy – for their family, their friends, 

their colleagues, their local community and for the nation. 
 
 Suicide, suicide attempts and self-harm behaviours are serious, complex and 

confronting issues that impact all Australians, including our veterans and current 
members of the ADF.  

 
 There is no simple or single solution to preventing deaths by suicide.  

 
 The Royal Commission is undertaking vital work examining systemic issues and 

common themes in deaths by suicide of current and former ADF members and 
their families. 

 
 Today the Australian Government welcomes the Interim Report of the Royal 

Commission into Defence and Veteran Suicide. 
 

 The Government is carefully considering all recommendations contained in the 
report. 

 
 The Government continues to support the Royal Commission to carry out its 

important work to further understand the complex issue of suicide and how we 
can better reduce the risk for serving and ex-serving members of our Defence 
Force. 

 
 This report will be confronting for some people in our ADF and veteran 

community.  
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ISSUE/S OF THE DAY

We supported the establishment of the Royal Commission into Defence 
and Veteran Suicide because we are committed to better outcomes for 
people. We have listened to the families of personnel and veterans and 
supported their calls for the Royal Commission for quite some time.

For too long now there has been stigma around mental illness and suicide, 
particularly for our ex-service and, indeed, serving personnel. This has 
meant that many veterans have been reluctant to come forward and ask for 
the help that they need.

This is why the Royal Commission into Defence and Veteran Suicide is so 

wellbeing, mental health and welfare of ADF personnel.

We have an obligation to ensure that all of our personnel are kept safe, here 
and abroad, both mentally and physically. The same goes for when they 
come home.

When a person enlists in the ADF, they undertake a commitment to our 
country and, necessarily, may be placing their health and wellbeing on the 
line in service to our nation. Families join them on this journey too.

In return, we are compelled to look after them and their families, both 
during and after their time in the ADF. This commitment is more than just 
about their physical health. It is about taking a holistic view of the member 
and their loved ones.

For those who service has had a greater impact on, we have a duty to care 
for them and their families, now and into the future.

The Government welcomes the Interim Report of the Royal Commission 
delivered on 11 August and is carefully considering all recommendations 
from the report. 

Defence will continue to support the work of the Royal Commission when 
hearings resume in Darwin in October (18 27 October 2022).

These hearings may raise issues that are challenging for some in our 
community. Defence members are encouraged to seek support if needed.
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The Royal Commission into Defence and Veteran Suicide (the Royal 
Commission) has been extended by 12 months, its final report is due on 
17 June 2024.

Defence is working closely with the Attorney-
support work of the Royal Commission.

Supporting the health and wellbeing of Defence personnel, including those
impacted by the Royal Commission, is a priority for Defence. 

Defence is actively and regularly encouraging serving members, and their 
families, to participate in the Royal Commission.

If asked: When will the Government respond to the Interim Report and will 
you accept all recommendations?

The interim report contained 13 recommendations the Royal Commission 
considered required immediate attention.

The Government is working diligently to consider and respond to all 
recommendations of the interim report.

If asked: What protections are in place for personnel engaging with the Royal 
Commission who may disclose sensitive information?

The Commonwealth is developing a framework to ensure the protection of 
operationally sensitive information, while enabling to every extent possible, 
engagement between the Royal Commission and current and former 
members of Defence. 

Defence is working closely with the Attorney- s Department in this 
regard to ensure the protection of individuals and security of information.

If asked: What support services are being offered to Defence personnel?
Support services are widely available through local Garrison Health Centres, 
the ADF All-hours support line, the Defence Member and Family Helpline, 
Employee Assistance Program (for APS and ASD) and Open Arms. 

If asked: What specific information has Defence provided to the Royal 
Commission?
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Defence is cooperating fully with the Royal Commission to respond to all 
requests for information, and may only seek exemptions to requests for 
information in very limited and specific circumstances, including on the 
grounds of legal professional privilege or public interest immunity.

Defence, through the Attorney-
Commission to ensure information is provided as fulsomely and promptly as 
is possible.  

It is not appropriate for Defence to detail the nature of specific requests 
under consideration by the Commonwealth.

If asked: About matters raised in Lived Experience Witness testimony
Defence thanks all those who have shared their personal stories with the 
Royal Commission, whether through submissions, private or public hearings.

While such testimony is before the Royal Commission it would be 
inappropriate to provide commentary or disclosures that may jeopardise or 
pre-empt the work of the Royal Commission.

If asked: Whether Defence will be taking, or accelerating, a particular action 
in relation to a matter raised in testimony heard by the Royal Commission.

Defence is committed to continual improvement. Where the Royal 
Commission identifies an issue or area we can improve now, and it is 
appropriate to do so, we will act.

BACKGROUND AND CHRONOLOGY

A Private Senators Bill was introduced by Senators Lambie and Tyrell on 
07 September 2022 which seeks to enact Recommendation 7 of the Royal 

16(3)(c) of the Parliamentary Privileges Act 1987. No date has been set for 
the second reading of the bill.

Public hearings commenced in November 2021 and there have been six
hearings blocks to date, held in Brisbane, Sydney, Canberra, Townsville
and Hobart. The following dates and locations for public hearings have 
been confirmed: Hearing Block 7, Darwin from 18 October; Hearing Block 
8, Wagga Wagga 28 November.
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https://www.openarms.gov.au/ 1800 011 046.

Defence All-hours Support Line 
(ASL)

https://defence.gov.au/members-
families/

24/7 on 1800 624 608.

Defence Family Helpline

DefenceFamilyHelpline@defence.
gov.au

24/7 on 1800 624 608

ADF Chaplaincy, Religious and 
Spiritual Services

http://drnet/People/Policy/ADF-
PAC-Policy/Pages/ADF-
Chaplaincy-Policy.aspx

24/7 on 1300 333 362

Employee Assistance Program 
(EAP)

http://drnet/People/WHS/Employe
e-Assistance-
Program/pages/Employee-
Assistance-Program.aspx

1300 687 327 / +61 3 8620 
5300 (International)

Sexual Misconduct Prevention and 
Response Office

http://drnet/People/SeMPRO/Page
s/Sexual-Misconduct-Prevention-
and-Response-Office.aspx

24/7 on 1800 SEMPRO (1800 736 
776) /
+61 2 6127 1759 (Outside Australia)
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Sensitivity: Yes. 

1. A number of concerns raised in the letter refer to legislative or policy matters for which AGD or DVA 
have a shared responsibility with Defence.  

2. Defence, DVA and AGD are operating in good faith within the bounds of current legislative and policy 
frameworks to alleviate the concerns held by the Royal Commission to the fullest extent possible. 

3. The Royal Commission has suggested that legislative change could remedy some of their concerns.  
Any such changes would be a matter for Government and could have impacts beyond the scope of this 
Royal Commission. 

4. Further to his correspondence of 7 July 2022, Commissioner Kaldas has made further representation to 
your portfolio colleagues, and other parliamentarians, in relation to the application of Commonwealth 
privileges and immunities.  

Financial Impacts: No. 

Systems/legislation/deregulation: No. 

Consultation: Yes. 

5. DVA and AGD provided input into the response letter, with all parties agreeing to the content.   

 

Attachment: 

Attachment A  Correspondence from Mr Nick Kaldas APM. 

Attachment B  Response to Mr Nick Kaldas APM. 
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Background: 

6. Mr Nick Kaldas APM, Chair of the Royal Commission, wrote to you on 7 July 2022. Defence, with DVA 
and AGD, have drafted a response letter (Attachment B) that addresses each of the below areas of 
concern outlined by the Royal Commission in their letter. 

Access to information held by Defence and DVA for families 

7. When first raised by the Royal Commission in December 2021, the Commonwealth acted immediately 
and implemented a dedicated process to assist impacted persons. This process has been in place since 
February 2022. Defence has requested the Royal Commission publish details of this service on their 
website a number of times but this has not yet occurred. Detailed advice from AGD could not identify 
further practical steps that can be taken within the current legislative and policy framework. 

Protections for Commonwealth Officers 

8. AGD have led work with the Office of the Solicitor Assisting the Royal Commission, Defence and DVA to 
develop a framework to achieve the effect sought by the Royal Commission. This work is well advanced 
and we are awaiting agreement from the Royal Commission in this regard. The Chief of the Defence Force 
(CDF) has made repeated public statements assuring current and former defence personnel 
(Commonwealth Officers) that they will not be penalised for engaging with the Royal Commission. 

Delays in response to notices 

9. Defence, through AGD, works closely with the Royal Commission to prioritise and respond to all notices 
within agreed timeframes. The Royal Commission often has new areas of inquiry that arise very close 
to the hearing dates. In the two instances cited by the Royal Commission, the provision of certain 
documents could not precede the finalisation of the individual statements referred, resulting in a delay. 

10. In response to a request from the Royal Commission to support timeline achievement, Defence has, 
and will continue to provide draft statements to the Royal Commission at some risk. 

Further Royal Commission representation on the application of Commonwealth privilege and immunities 

11. To date, compliance with the Royal Commission’s document management protocol when responding 
to Notices has involved Defence and DVA identifying and raising appropriate Commonwealth privileges 
or immunities in order to protect sensitive material from public disclosure.   

12. Commissioner Kaldas has expressed concerns that the Royal Commission is not receiving full and timely 
access to information. Further, an inaccurate perception has formed on the part of the Royal 
Commission, that the conduct of due diligence by Defence represents a desire to withhold material 
from the Royal Commission. Commissioner Kaldas has expressed the view that the Royal Commission, 
as an arm of the Commonwealth, should not be subject to any claims. 

13. To address these concerns, Defence and DVA have advised the Attorney-General’s Department 
Secretary and the Australian Government Solicitor, that that they will provide material to the Royal 
Commission without first reviewing or identifying any issues as to privilege or immunity, where they 
are legally able to do so and unless the documents would be subject to Public Interest Immunity for 
Special Forces personnel on current operations. Defence envisages that the Royal Commission would 
then review the material produced to identify any applicable material they would wish to rely upon.   
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22/420 
 
 
7 July 2022 
 
 
 
The Hon. Matt Keogh, MP 
Minister for Defence Personnel  
Minister for Veterans’ Affairs  
PO Box 6022 
House of Representatives  
Parliament House  
CANBERRA ACT 2600 
Sent via e-mail: matt.keogh.mp@aph.gov.au 

Dear Minister 

Difficulties with engagement and delays in conducting the Royal Commission: 

Thank you for your time on 17 June 2022 to discuss the work of the Royal Commission into 
Defence and Veteran Suicide.  

As you know, we are required to inquire into ‘systemic issues and any common themes among 
defence and veteran deaths by suicide, or defence members and veterans who have other lived 
experience of suicide behaviours or risk factors’. To do so, we analyse information received via a 
range of pathways including written submissions, private sessions, and the use of our coercive 
powers under the Royal Commissions Act 1902. 

In our meeting, you requested I write to you regarding key challenges we face in meeting our terms 
of reference: namely, access to information, protections for Commonwealth officers, procedural 
delays, Parliamentary privilege and public interest immunity. I intend that this letter should further 
your understanding of difficulties faced by this Royal Commission and others, and I seek the 
Government’s support in urgently resolving these matters.   

Access to information held by Defence and DVA  

We have received concerns from loved ones of deceased veterans about accessing information 
held by the Department of Defence (Defence) and the Department of Veteran’s Affairs (DVA). 
Individuals have expressed concern around significant redaction of materials, delays and 
difficulties accessing information and the inability to access records or information about a 
deceased family member where they are not named as next of kin or executor of a will.  

Through our coercive powers, we have access to records and information regarding deceased 
members which has not been provided to loved ones, or not made accessible to them in a timely 
manner. Several families have contacted us regarding this matter.  

In December 2021, we met the Secretaries of the Department of Veterans’ Affairs, Defence and 
Attorney General’s to express our concerns and identify ways to expedite release of information to 
parties seeking to engage with this Royal Commission. As a result, some progress has been made 
for parties engaging with the Commission, but we continue to be concerned that such expedition 
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material under numerous other notices which have been issued to Defence, the ADF and other 
Commonwealth agencies and officers by the Commission.    

The Commonwealth has notified us about the burden requests place on Defence staff. They note 
that the high workload has resulted in welfare concerns for their employees. In appreciation of this, 
we have engaged with the Commonwealth on the development of draft notices and the Office of 
Solicitors Assisting has established a single point of contact to reduce the overlap of notices.  

The late provision of documents significantly impairs Counsel Assisting’s ability to prepare 
examinations, and Commissioners’ ability to gain a holistic understanding of the systemic causes 
of suicide and suicidality in accordance with our lines of inquiry. We have written to the 
Commonwealth on several occasions in regard to this matter, and hope for greater support and 
collaboration moving forward. 

Parliamentary Privilege 

Claims of parliamentary privilege have hindered our ability to inquire into and receive necessary 
evidence from previous inquiries conducted by Parliament Committees, and from reports of 
government decision-making. 

Several reports by the Auditor General and the Senate Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, 
Defence and Trade, directly relevant to our work, are subject to claims of parliamentary privilege 
made by the Commonwealth. This includes the publicly available Auditor-General’s Report, 
'Defence's Implementation of Cultural Reform', tendered in Hearing Block 1. Concerningly, the 
privilege extends to drawing any conclusion or inference from these reports, even where it would 
not impinge on Parliament or any of its members.  

I attach an extract from the transcript of our hearing on 4 April 2022.  It includes a ruling made by 
Commissioner Douglas, and concurred with by Commissioner Brown and me, about a document 
over which the Commonwealth had claimed Parliamentary privilege applied.  That ruling was that 
the privilege did not apply.  But, as we explained at our meeting, there have been other documents 
where claims of Parliamentary privilege have not been resisted by our Counsel Assisting. 

Without the ability to inquire into the work of prior reports, we are hampered in our capacity to learn 
from that which came before. These challenges can be resolved through a simple legislative 
reform: inserting a limited exemption to the operation of s 16(3)(c) of the Parliamentary Privileges 
Act for Royal Commissions, in relation to information that is relevant to the relevant Royal 
Commission’s terms of references.  This amendment would allow Royal Commissions to draw 
inferences and conclusions from prior reports, where that would not impinge on Parliament or its 
members.    

Public interest immunity (PII) 

We have a role in servicing the public interest in the full and frank disclosure of information and 
documents relevant to serving and former-serving member suicides. Claims of PII have been made 
in critical areas of concern, including government decision making, funding, average staffing levels 
of DVA, the Defence Joint Transition Authority and DVA claims processing and legislative reform. 
Additionally, PII claims have been made on Defence’s large-scale datasets, including information 
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on all members who have served 1 day or more since 2001. These matters may be resolved 
through existing mechanisms and should not be a reason to delay provision of material requested 
under our coercive powers. All material that we receive is handled consistently with the Protective 
Security Policy Framework. If documents provided to us contain sensitive information, we have the 
power to issue a non-publication order, ensuring that none of that information is publicly reported. 

My fellow Commissioners and I are now one year into our inquiry.  The swift resolution of these 
issues is important and urgent. And resolving these issues will assist us to provide a positive 
outcome for both the ADF and current and former members.   

We would also like to ascertain your views about a number of matters and are preparing a Notice 
to Give in respect of some possible recommendations we may make in the upcoming Interim 
Report. This is intended to provide you an opportunity to comment on these matters, prior to the 
Interim Report being published. We would be grateful for your consideration and will be in 
communication with your office shortly in regards to this matter.  

Yours faithfully 

Nick Kaldas APM 
Commissioner and Chair 
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