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Australian National

Audit Office

Canberra ACT
28 September 2020

Dear Mr President
Dear Mr Speaker

In accordance with the authority contained in the Auditor-General Act 1997, | have
undertaken an independent performance audit in the National Indigenous Australians
Agency. The report is titled Indigenous Advancement Strategy — Children and Schooling
Program and Safety and Wellbeing Program. Pursuant to Senate Standing Order 166
relating to the presentation of documents when the Senate is not sitting, | present the
report of this audit to the Parliament.

Following its presentation and receipt, the report will be placed on the Australian National
Audit Office’s website — http://www.anao.gov.au.

Yours sincerely

e

Grant Hehir
Auditor-General

The Honourable the President of the Senate

The Honourable the Speaker of the House of Representatives
Parliament House

Canberra ACT

Auditor-General Report No.11 2020-21
Indigenous Advancement Strategy — Children and Schooling Program and Safety and Wellbeing Program

3



AUDITING FOR AUSTRALIA

The Auditor-General is head of the
Australian National Audit Office
(ANAO). The ANAO assists the
Auditor-General to carry out his
duties under the Auditor-General
Act 1997 to undertake
performance audits, financial
statement audits and assurance
reviews of Commonwealth public
sector bodies and to provide
independent reports and advice
for the Parliament, the Australian
Government and the community.
The aim is to improve
Commonwealth public sector
administration and accountability.

For further information contact:
Australian National Audit Office
GPO Box 707

Canberra ACT 2601

Phone:(02) 6203 7300
Email: agl@anao.gov.au

Auditor-General reports and
information about the ANAO are
available on our website:
http://www.anao.gov.au

Audit team

Dr Isabelle Favre
Natalie Maras
Hugh Balgarnie
Clarina Harding

Elizabeth Robinson

Deborah Jackson
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A Audit snapshot

Auditor-General Report No.11 2020-21
Indigenous Advancement Strategy — Children and Schooling Program and
Safety and Wellbeing Program

9 Why did we do these audits?

» Through the Indigenous Advancement Strategy
(IAS), the Australian Government funds and
delivers programs for Indigenous Australians.

» The Children and Schooling and Safety and
Wellbeing programs are two of six IAS grant
programs, with the second and third largest
administered budgets respectively.

» Shortcomings in the administration of Indigenous
grants programs have been identified in previous
ANAO audits and Parliamentary inquiries.

The IAS was established in 2014.

On 1 July 2019 responsibility for Indigenous
Affairs was transferred from the Department of
the Prime Minister and Cabinet to NIAA.

» The administered budget for the IAS is
$5.2 billion from 2019-20 to 2022-23.

» Children and Schooling program activities
include after-school care, school nutrition
projects, mentoring programs and capital works
projects.

» Safety and Wellbeing program activities aim to
reduce violence and alcohol and substance
abuse; and build support for individuals, families
and communities.

P vhotia oz

» The National Indigenous Australians Agency's
(NIAA) administration of the Children and
Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing programs
has been largely effective.

» Administration of the programs is compliant
with the Commonwealth Grants Rules and
Guidelines (CGRGs) but not consistent with the
principles underlying the CGRGs to achieve
value with relevant money.

» The majority of grant funding is allocated,
following assessment, through a non-
competitive approach.

» NIAA has implemented changes that have the
potential to improve its administration of the
program.

] =
§= What did we recommend?

» The Auditor-General made five
recommendations to NIAA regarding
communication about available funding;
achieving value for money; data validation; the
methodology for calculating performance
information; and performance measures in the
corporate plan.

» NIAA agreed to the five recommendations.

$1.24 billion  $1.17 billion 709 activities 535 activities

allocated to the Children
and Schooling program
from 2019-20 to 2022-23.

allocated to the Safety and
Wellbeing program from
2019-20 to 2022-23.

funded through the Children
and Schooling program as at

30 June 2020. 30 June 2020.

funded through the Safety
and Wellbeing program as at




Summary and recommendations

Background

1. Through the Indigenous Advancement Strategy (IAS) the Australian Government funds
and delivers a range of programs specifically for Indigenous Australians. In the 2019-20 Budget,
the Australian Government allocated $5.2 billion over four years from 2019-20 to 2022-23 to the
IAS, for grant funding processes and administered procurement activities. The National
Indigenous Australians Agency (NIAA) administers the IAS.?

2. The Children and Schooling and the Safety and Wellbeing programs are two of the six IAS
grant programs, with administered budgets of $305.04 million and $279.88 million respectively
in 2019-20.

3. The objectives of the Children and Schooling program are to:

Get children to school, particularly in remote Indigenous communities, improving education
outcomes and supporting families to give children a good start in life. This program includes
measures to improve access to further education.?

4, The objectives of the Safety and Wellbeing program are to:

Ensure that the ordinary law of the land applies in Indigenous communities, and ensure that
Indigenous people enjoy similar levels of physical, emotional and social wellbeing enjoyed by other
Australians.?

Rationale for undertaking the audits

5. The IAS is one of the means through which the Australian Government has been trying to
improve the lives of Indigenous Australians. Among the six IAS programs, the Children and
Schooling and the Safety and Wellbeing programs have the second and third largest administered
budgets respectively. ANAO performance audits* as well as Parliamentary inquiries® and
departmental reviews, have shown that there have been shortcomings in the administration of
the IAS. Auditor-General Report No.35 2016-17 Indigenous Advancement Strategy concluded
that the ‘department’s grants administration processes fell short of the standard required to
effectively manage a billion dollars of Commonwealth resources’. This report discusses NIAA's
progress in implementing relevant recommendations from Auditor-General Report No.35 2016—
17 and provides assurance to Parliament and the public about the effectiveness of the

1 Prior to the establishment of the National Indigenous Australians Agency as an executive agency in the
Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C) portfolio on 1 July 2019, PM&C's Indigenous Affairs
Group (IAG) was the area responsible for Indigenous affairs.

2 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Portfolio Budget Statements 201920, Canberra, 2019, p. 38.

Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Portfolio Budget Statements 201920, Canberra, 2019, p. 49.

4 Relevant Auditor-General reports since 2016—17 include: Auditor-General Report No.35 of 2016-17,
Indigenous Advancement Strategy; Auditor—General Report No.14 of 2017-18, Design and Implementation of
the Community Development Programme; Auditor-General Report No. 7 of 2018-19, Management of the
Regional Network; and Auditor—-General Report No.47 of 2018-19, Evaluation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Programs.

5 Finance and Public Administration References Committee, Commonwealth Indigenous Advancement Strategy

tendering processes, Canberra, March 2016; Joint Committee of Public Accounts and Audit, Report 464:
Commonwealth Grants Administration, Canberra, August 2017.

w
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administration of the IAS, focusing on the Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing
programs.

Objective and criteria of the audits

6. The ANAO conducted separate audits of the IAS Children and Schooling program and the
IAS Safety and Wellbeing program, the findings and conclusions of which are presented in this
report. The objective of the audits was to assess the effectiveness of the Department of the Prime
Minister and Cabinet’s (PM&C’s) and NIAA’s administration of the IAS Children and Schooling and
the Safety and Wellbeing programs.

7. To form a conclusion against the objective of the audits, the ANAO adopted the following
high-level criteria:

. Have the programs been designed and implemented to support the Government’s
objectives?

. Are grant assessments consistent with the Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines
(CGRGs) and program guidelines?

° Is the management of grants consistent with the CGRGs and program guidelines?

° Does the performance framework support the effective administration of grants and

enable ongoing assessment of progress towards outcomes?

Conclusion

8. NIAA’s administration of the IAS Children and Schooling and the Safety and Wellbeing
programs has been largely effective.

9. The Children and Schooling program was designed and implemented to support the
Australian Government’s objectives for improved education. The Safety and Wellbeing program
was largely designed and implemented to support the Australian Government’s objectives for
healthier and safer homes and communities. For both programs, the IAS Grant Guidelines are
compliant with the Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines (CGRGs), but are not consistent
with Department of Finance’s guidance relating to communication about program funding
availability.

10. Assessments are compliant with the CGRGs and the IAS Grant Guidelines for both
programs, but are not consistent with the principles underlying the CGRGs to achieve value with
relevant money — between July 2016 and June 2019 a large majority of Children and Schooling
and Safety and Wellbeing grant funding was allocated using a non-competitive approach and
grants were reallocated to the same providers. NIAA has arrangements in place to ensure that
regional priorities and potential gaps and duplications in service delivery are considered. Since
2018-19 NIAA has improved its timeliness in assessing applications.

11. The management of Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing grants is now largely
consistent with the CGRGs and the IAS Grant Guidelines. Changes introduced since 2019, including
a new grant risk management framework, have the potential to improve the effectiveness of
NIAA’s management of grants. The redesigned key performance indicators (KPIs) have also
improved NIAA’s ability to measure progress against outcomes for both programs, but NIAA does
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Summary and recommendations

not sufficiently validate self-reported provider data. Prior to this, grant agreements were not
always appropriate and risk-based. Record-keeping practices in some areas remain poor.

12. The performance framework partially supports program administration and ongoing
assessment of progress towards outcomes. There is alighment between the Children and
Schooling program objectives in the portfolio budget statements (PBS) and NIAA’s corporate plan.
The Safety and Wellbeing program is described more broadly in the PBS than in NIAA’s corporate
plan. Performance information for the two programs is not fully appropriate and comprehensive
information generated from processes to collect lessons learnt is not yet sufficiently integrated
to effectively inform administration of the two programs.

Supporting findings

Program Design and Implementation

13. The objectives of the Children and Schooling program align with Australian Government
policy objectives for improved educational outcomes for Indigenous Australians. The objectives
of the Safety and Wellbeing program broadly align with Australian Government policy objectives
of healthy homes and safe communities for Indigenous Australians. The development of a Policy
and Investment Framework in 2019 has the potential to strengthen the coordination and strategic
direction of the IAS, including the Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing programs.

14. Appropriate governance arrangements have been established. Although the two key
governance boards did not meet as regularly as scheduled during 2018 and 2019, evidence exists
that they provided strategic and operational direction to the Children and Schooling and Safety and
Wellbeing programs.

15. Until 2019 there were weaknesses in systems to support staff to assess and manage grants
that NIAA has worked to address. As a result, systems are now largely fit-for-purpose, although
mandatory grants administration training was still in the pilot stage in April 2020.

16. The IAS Grant Guidelines are compliant with the CGRGs but NIAA’s communication about
the programs’ funding availability is not transparent, which is inconsistent with Department of
Finance guidance.

Grant Assessment

17. Selection processes are not applied in a manner that demonstrates that a value for money
outcome has been achieved. Between July 2016 to June 2019, 90 per cent of the Children and
Schooling program funding and 95 per cent of the Safety and Wellbeing program funding was
allocated on a non-competitive basis. This is inconsistent with the principles of the CGRGs and
with NIAA’s guidance. Also 80 per cent of the Children and Schooling program funding and 87 per
cent of the Safety and Wellbeing program funding was reallocated to the same providers after
assessment.

18. Assessments are compliant with the CGRGs and the IAS Grant Guidelines.

19. NIAA considers regional strategies and potential gaps and duplications when assessing
grants.
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20. Advice provided to the minister complied with the requirements of the CGRGs. Since
2018-19 NIAA has improved its timeliness in assessing applications and providing advice to the
minister.

Grant Management

21. Grant agreements executed before 2019 were not always appropriate and risk-based. The
new grant risk management framework introduced in early 2019 provides the basis for a better
balance between risk and monitoring requirements in agreements. The revised KPIs have
improved NIAA’s ability to measure activities’ achievements against grant objectives.

22. NIAA has mechanisms for monitoring the progress of grant activities, including provider
performance reports and site visits. The effectiveness of these mechanisms is limited by poor
record-keeping practices and insufficient validation of self-reported provider data. In early 2019
NIAA established a grant assurance function. The role of the function is being reconsidered to
strengthen its ability to improve the quality and consistency of key grant processes.

23. NIAA has mechanisms in place to address situations where the purpose of the grant is not
being fulfilled. Recent organisational and process changes have the potential to improve the
detection and treatment of provider non-compliance with funding requirements.

Performance Assessment and Management

24, A performance framework has been implemented for the programs. There is alighment
between the Children and Schooling program objectives in the PBS and the relevant activities in
NIAA’s corporate plan. For the Safety and Wellbeing program, the scope of the program is broader
in the PBS than in NIAA’s corporate plan and NIAA’s corporate plan does not explain why there
are differences. Performance information for the two programs is not fully appropriate as it is
only partially reliable and adequate. The programs’ measures in NIAA corporate plan could be
improved by ensuring that they address outcomes and, for the Children and Schooling program,
the complete purpose of the activities.

25. An online reporting solution now enables NIAA to generate reports that support executive
consideration of program performance.

26. NIAA collects lessons learnt through a variety of processes. The considerable amount of
valuable information generated is not yet sufficiently integrated to effectively inform program
administration.

Recommendations

Recommendation no.1 The National Indigenous Australians Agency ensures that up-to-date
Paragraph 2.55 information about grant funding available for the Children and
Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing programs is publicly available.

National Indigenous Australians Agency response: Agree.
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Recommendation no.2
Paragraph 3.16

Summary and recommendations

The National Indigenous Australians Agency ensures that its
approaches to grants assessment:

e achieves value with relevant money; and

e is consistent with its policy and guidance and with the principles
underlying the Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines.

National Indigenous Australians Agency response: Agree.

Recommendation no.3  The National Indigenous Australians Agency implements
Paragraph 4.23 mechanisms to validate the data reported by providers, including

self-reported data.

National Indigenous Australians Agency response: Agree.

Recommendation no.4  The National Indigenous Australians Agency ensures that:

Paragraph 5.17

e its methodology for calculating Children and Schooling and Safety
and Wellbeing programs’ performance information includes only
KPIs relevant to the programs’ objectives; and

e the annual performance statement discloses all limitations
associated with the reported results.

National Indigenous Australians Agency response: Agree.

Recommendation no.5 The National Indigenous Australians Agency ensures that
Paragraph 5.24 performance measures in its corporate plan are appropriate,

including that the measures allow an assessment of outcomes.

National Indigenous Australians Agency response: Agree.

Summary of entity response

National Indigenous Australians Agency

The National Indigenous Australians Agency (the Agency) welcomes the overall conclusion that the
Agency's administration of the Indigenous Advancement Strategy (IAS) Children and Schooling and
the Safety and Wellbeing programs has been largely effective. We also appreciate the key findings
that the IAS Grant Guidelines, grant assessments, and grant management are compliant with the
Commonwealth Grant Rules and Guidelines 2017 (CGRGs). We also welcome the report
highlighting some of the significant work the Agency has undertaken since the establishment of
the IAS, to improve the way funding is delivered and outcomes are achieved, for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples.

Under the Children and Schooling program and Safety and Wellbeing program, the Agency funds
over 1,200 activities across Australia. These services are aimed at addressing economic and
geographic barriers while promoting early childhood development, school attendance and
attainment, health and wellbeing and safe communities.

The Agency is proud of the work it undertakes and the commitment of its staff to improving the
lives of all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. We will continue to work with
communities to address their priorities. We will also continue working with service providers to
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minimise their administrative burden in line with the CGRGs and focus on achieving government
policy objectives for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

The Agency has agreed to all of the report's recommendations, noting that at the time of the audit
a number of actions to address these were in place, had already been taken or were underway to
make improvements consistent with the recommendations. In this regard, the Agency considers
recommendations one and four are already completed. The Agency will continue to ensure the
broader lessons are applied where applicable and we will retain our continuous improvement
approach.

Key messages from this audit for all Australian Government entities

27.

Below is a summary of key messages, including instances of good practice, which have

been identified in this audit and may be relevant for the operations of other Australian
Government entities.

Grants

While the Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines (CGRGs) intend to provide entities with
flexibility to administer grants, this flexibility should not be used to the detriment of the
principles of accountability and value for money that are at the core of the CGRGs.
Competitive, merit-based processes can achieve better outcomes and value with relevant
money. When non-competitive approaches are used, they should be supported by a robust
and up-to-date business case that demonstrates how value with relevant money will be
achieved.

Policy/program design

When designing a policy or a program, theories of change are a better practice tool that can
guide investment decisions, ensure that relevant and meaningful key performance indicators
are applied to measure progress and increase assurance that policy objectives of a program
are met and expected results achieved. Entities should consider using theories of change to
develop a clear understanding of how decisions or activities are expected to produce a series
of results that will contribute to achieving government policy outcomes.

Performance and impact measurement

When relying on data provided by stakeholders (that is, when the data is self-reported) to
monitor program performance, entities should validate the integrity of the data in
stakeholders’ records. This can be done by, for example, inspecting a sample of stakeholders’
records. Entities should also verify that the collection mechanisms supporting the data are
reliable. For instance, surveys are not always a reliable data collection tool when administered
by the service provider and when targeting populations with low levels of literacy or who may
be tempted to provide what they perceive to be the response desired by the provider.
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Audit findings
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1. Background

The Indigenous Advancement Strategy

11 Through the Indigenous Advancement Strategy (IAS) the Australian Government funds and
delivers a range of programs specifically for Indigenous Australians. Initially, $4.8 billion was
committed to the IAS over four years from 2014-15. In the 2019-20 Budget, the Australian
Government allocated an additional $5.2 billion over four years from 2019-20 to 2022-23 to the
IAS, for grant funding processes and administered procurement activities.

1.2 The National Indigenous Australians Agency (NIAA) administers the IAS. NIAA was
established as an executive agency within the Prime Minister and Cabinet portfolio on 1 July 2019
and is the lead entity for Commonwealth policy development, program design, implementation and
service delivery for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Between 2013 and 2019 the
Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C) was the lead agency for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander affairs within the Australian Government and administered the IAS.®

1.3 There are six IAS programs’:

° Program 1.1 — Jobs, Land and Economy;

. Program 1.2 — Children and Schooling;

. Program 1.3 — Safety and Wellbeing;

° Program 1.4 — Culture and Capability;

° Program 1.5 — Remote Australia Strategies; and
° Program 1.6 — Research and Evaluation.

1.4 The Children and Schooling program and the Safety and Wellbeing program are examined
in this report. The objectives of the Children and Schooling program are to:

Get children to school, particularly in remote Indigenous communities, improving education
outcomes and supporting families to give children a good start in life. This program includes
measures to improve access to further education.®

1.5 The program’s focus is on increased school attendance and improved educational outcomes
that lead to employment. A broad range of activities are funded under the program, including
activities that aim to improve family and parenting support; early childhood development, care and
education; school education; youth engagement and transition; and higher education.® In

6 PM&C'’s Indigenous Affairs Group (IAG) was the area responsible for Indigenous affairs. When NIAA was
established, IAG’s Associate Secretary became the Chief Executive Officer of NIAA and IAG staff transferred to
NIAA. The audit covers periods during which each entity was the lead agency for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander affairs. This report refers to: PM&C or NIAA when that entity was responsible for the IAS; or to ‘the
responsible entity’ when an IAS activity spans a period when each entity was consecutively responsible for the
activity.

7 When NIAA was established as an executive agency, Outcome 2 and its related programs transferred from
PM&C to NIAA and are now presented as Outcome 1. There have been no other changes to the outcome or
program structure.

8 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Portfolio Budget Statements 2019-20, Canberra, 2019, p. 38.
9 National Indigenous Australians Agency, IAS Grant Guidelines, Canberra, 2019, pp. 36—-38.
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Background

2019-20, the Children and Schooling program’s administered budget was $305.04 million.° As at
30 June 2020, 709 grant activities were funded through the Children and Schooling program.

1.6 The objectives of the Safety and Wellbeing program are to:

Ensure that the ordinary law of the land applies in Indigenous communities, and ensure that
Indigenous people enjoy similar levels of physical, emotional and social wellbeing enjoyed by other
Australians.!

1.7 The program seeks to increase levels of community safety and individual wellbeing by
funding initiatives that aim to: reduce all kinds of violence and provide support for victims; reduce
alcohol and substance misuse; reduce the rates of offending or recidivism; and enhance connection
to family and community and build the capacity of individuals to respond to life stressors.'? In
2019-20 the Safety and Wellbeing program’s administered budget was $279.88 million.?® As at
30 June 2020, 535 grant activities were funded through the Safety and Wellbeing program.

The National Indigenous Reform Agreement

1.8 The IAS Grant Guidelines note that Australia will only achieve its true potential when all
Australians, including Indigenous Australians, have equal opportunity to participate in all aspects of
society. ' Research has shown that Indigenous people have worse health, higher mortality, lower
literacy and numeracy, and higher rates of child abuse and adult imprisonment than non-Indigenous
Australians.

1.9 In 2006 the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) agreed to an intergovernmental
approach to ‘closing the gap in outcomes between Indigenous Australians and other Australians’?®,
which led to the establishment of the National Indigenous Reform Agreement (Closing the Gap) in
2008. Through the agreement, the parties committed to working together with Indigenous
Australians to close the gap in Indigenous disadvantage. It committed the Australian, state and
territory governments to a detailed framework of Closing the Gap objectives, outcomes, outputs,
performance measures and targets. The National Indigenous Reform Agreement contained six
targets, one of which one of which was reframed in 2015 after expiring in 2013, and COAG
committed to another target in 2014. The seven Closing the Gap targets are outlined in Table 1.1.

10 The program’s budget includes the National Partnership on Northern Territory Remote Aboriginal Investment
(Non-Government Schools) payments of $4.78 million and special appropriations for the Higher Education
Support Act 2003 of $70.41 million. Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Portfolio Budget
Statements 2019-20, Canberra, 2019, p. 38.

11 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Portfolio Budget Statements 2019-20, Canberra, 2019, p. 49.

12 National Indigenous Australians Agency, IAS Grant Guidelines, Canberra, 2019, p.39-41.

13 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Portfolio Budget Statements 2019-20, Canberra, 2019, p. 49.

14  National Indigenous Australians Agency, IAS Grant Guidelines, Canberra, 2019, p. 5.

15 Australian Government, Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, Australia’s Health 2018, Chapter 6
Indigenous Health, June 2018, available at https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-health/australias-
health-2018/contents/table-of-contents [accessed 15 June 2020]; Australian Government, Australian Institute
of Health and Welfare, Indigenous Community Safety, September 2019, available at
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/indigenous-community-safety [accessed 15 June 2020];
Commonwealth of Australia, Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Closing the Gap Report 2020, pp.
15, 45 and 77, available at https://ctgreport.niaa.gov.au/sites/default/files/pdf/closing-the-gap-report-
2020.pdf [accessed 15 June 2020].

16  Council of Australian Governments, ‘Communique’, 14 July 2006, p. 11.
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Table 1.1: Closing the Gap targets

Closing the Gap targets Target year = On track/not on track
Close the life expectancy gap within a generation 2031 Not on track
Halve the gap in mortality rates for Indigenous children 2018 Not on track
under five within a decade

Halve the gap for Ind|genous students in reading, writing 2018 Not on track
and numeracy within a decade

Halve the gap in Indigenous employment outcomes within 2018 Not on track
a decade

Halve the gap for Indigenous people aged 20-24 in Year

12 or equivalent attainment rates by 2020 2020 On track
Close the gap betwe.en. Incﬁgenous and non-Indigenous 2018 Not on track
school attendance within five years

95 per cent of all Indigenous four-year-olds enrolled in

early childhood education by 20257 2025 On track

Note a: The target was reframed in 2015 following the expiry of the previous remote early childhood education target.
Source: COAG Communiques and Closing the Gap Prime Minister’'s Report 2020.

1.10 The gap in outcomes between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in Australia has been
reported in twelve successive Closing the Gap Prime Minister’s reports. The Closing the Gap Prime
Minister’s Report 2020 reported that, while there has been progress, only two of the seven Closing
the Gap targets are on track to be met — early childhood education and Year 12 attainment.?’ The
other five targets are not on track.

1.11 In 2019 the ANAO examined the Closing the Gap framework. The audit concluded that:
arrangements for monitoring, evaluating and reporting progress towards Closing the Gap had been
partially effective; and reporting on the high-level Closing the Gap targets had been maintained, but
little work had been undertaken to monitor and evaluate the contribution of Australian
Government programs towards achieving these targets. 2

1.12 In late 2016 COAG announced a refresh of the Closing the Gap framework. A partnership
agreement between COAG and the National Coalition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peak
Organisations came into effect in March 2019, creating a Joint Council on Closing the Gap. In
July 2020 the Joint Council met to discuss the details of the draft National Agreement on Closing the
Gap, which identifies priority reforms and includes new accountability measures. The National
Agreement on Closing the Gap was released on 30 July 2020.

COVID-19 pandemic measures for Indigenous Advancement Strategy
funded organisations

1.13  On 2 April 2020 the Minister for Indigenous Australians announced a number of targeted
COVID-19 measures to support Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, including $38 million

17 Commonwealth of Australia, Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Closing the Gap Report 2020,
available at https://ctgreport.niaa.gov.au/sites/default/files/pdf/closing-the-gap-report-2020.pdf [accessed
2 March 2020].

18 Australian National Audit Office, Auditor-General Report No.27 of 2018-19 Closing the Gap, Canberra,
February 2019.
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Background

to enhance the delivery of critical social support programs delivered under the IAS (including alcohol
and other drug services, social and emotional wellbeing projects, family support and youth
engagement, community safety and school nutrition).

1.14 Modified arrangements for grants administered under the IAS were also established
temporarily. These included adopting a flexible approach to ensure that funded organisations are
supported and remain viable during the COVID-19 pandemic. To this effect, on 30 March 2020 NIAA
wrote to IAS funded organisations offering the opportunity to discuss available options. For
organisations concerned about their ability to deliver services consistent with their grant
agreements, the options included a review of their funding agreement.

Rationale for undertaking the audits

1.15 The IAS is one of the means through which the Australian Government has been trying to
improve the lives of Indigenous Australians. Among the six IAS programs, the Children and Schooling
and Safety and Wellbeing programs have the second and third largest administered budgets
respectively. ANAO performance audits'®, as well as Parliamentary inquiries?® and departmental
reviews, have shown that there have been shortcomings in the administration of the IAS.
Auditor-General Report No.35 2016-17 Indigenous Advancement Strategy concluded that the
‘department’s grants administration processes fell short of the standard required to effectively
manage a billion dollars of Commonwealth resources’. This report discusses NIAA’s progress in
implementing relevant recommendations from Auditor-General Report No.35 2016-17 and
provides assurance to Parliament and the public about the effectiveness of the administration of
the IAS, focusing on the Children and Schooling and the Safety and Wellbeing programs.

Audit approach

Audit objective, criteria and scope

1.16 The ANAO conducted separate audits of the IAS Children and Schooling program and the
IAS Safety and Wellbeing program, the findings and conclusions of which are presented in this
report. The objective of the audits was to assess the effectiveness of PM&C's and NIAA’s
administration of the IAS Children and Schooling and the Safety and Wellbeing programs.

1.17 To form a conclusion against the objective of the audits, the ANAO adopted the following
high-level criteria:

° Have the programs been designed and implemented to support the Government’s
objectives?

. Are grant assessments consistent with the Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines
(CGRGs) and program guidelines?

19 Relevant Auditor-General reports since 2016—17 include: Auditor-General Report No.35 of 2016-17,
Indigenous Advancement Strategy; Auditor—General Report No.14 of 2017-18, Design and Implementation of
the Community Development Programme; Auditor-General Report No.7 of 2018-19, Management of the
Regional Network; and Auditor—-General Report No.47 of 2018-19, Evaluation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Programs.

20 Finance and Public Administration References Committee, Commonwealth Indigenous Advancement Strategy
tendering processes, Canberra, March 2016; Joint Committee of Public Accounts and Audit, Report 464:
Commonwealth Grants Administration, Canberra, August 2017.
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Is the management of grants consistent with the CGRGs and program guidelines?

Does the performance framework support the effective administration of grants and
enable ongoing assessment of progress towards outcomes?

Audit methodology

1.18

1.19

The audit methodology included:

examination of PM&C and NIAA documentation about the design and implementation of
the Children and Schooling and the Safety and Wellbeing programs;

analysis of system data for 257 Children and Schooling and 237 Safety and Wellbeing grant
applications submitted between 1 July 2016 to 30 June 2019, excluding applications that
were withdrawn or under assessment as at 16 September 2019;

analysis of documentation relating to a sample of 67 Children and Schooling and 65 Safety
and Wellbeing grant applications submitted and assessed between 1 July 2016 to 30 June
2019;

interviews with:

- PM&C and NIAA personnel in National Office and in the Regional Network in
Eastern New South Wales, Victoria/Tasmania, South Australia, Greater Western
Australia, Kimberley, Central Australia, Top End and Tiwi Islands and Far North
Queensland; and

- 38 grant recipients in all states and territories around Australia;

analysis of feedback from 132 recipients of grants under the Children and Schooling
program, the Safety and Wellbeing program, or both programs.

The audit of the IAS Children and Schooling was conducted in accordance with the ANAO

Auditing Standards at a cost to the ANAO of approximately $495,000. The audit of the IAS Safety
and Wellbeing was conducted in accordance with the ANAO Auditing Standards at a cost to the
ANAO of approximately $656,000.

1.20

The team members for these audits were Dr Isabelle Favre, Natalie Maras, Hugh Balgarnie,

Clarina Harding, Elizabeth Robinson and Deborah Jackson.
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2. Program design and implementation

Areas examined
The ANAO examined whether the Children and Schooling and the Safety and Wellbeing programs
were designed and implemented to support the Australian Government’s objectives.

Conclusion

The Children and Schooling program was designed and implemented to support the Australian
Government’s objectives for improved education. The Safety and Wellbeing program was largely
designed and implemented to support the Australian Government’s objectives for healthier and
safer homes and communities. For both programs, the Indigenous Advancement Strategy (IAS)
Grant Guidelines are compliant with the Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines (CGRGs),
but are not consistent with Department of Finance’s guidance relating to communication about
program funding availability.

Areas for improvement
The ANAO made one recommendation aimed at improving communication about the availability
of funding for each of the two programs.

2.1 The CGRGs establish the overarching Commonwealth grants policy framework and

a
a

rticulate expectations for all non-corporate Commonwealth entities in relation to grants
dministration. ‘Robust planning and design’ is one of the CGRG’s seven key principles for better

practice grants administration that apply to all grant opportunities.?!

2.2 To assess whether the Children and Schooling and the Safety and Wellbeing programs were
designed and implemented to support the Australian Government’s objectives, the ANAO
examined whether:

the objectives of the programs align with government objectives;
effective governance arrangements have been established;
fit-for-purpose systems support staff to assess and manage grants; and
the IAS Grant Guidelines are consistent with the CGRGs.

Are the objectives of the Children and Schooling and the Safety and
Wellbeing programs aligned with government objectives?

The objectives of the Children and Schooling program align with Australian Government policy
objectives for improved educational outcomes for Indigenous Australians. The objectives of
the Safety and Wellbeing program broadly align with Australian Government policy objectives
of healthy homes and safe communities for Indigenous Australians. The development of a
policy and investment framework in 2019 has the potential to strengthen the coordination and
strategic direction of the IAS, including the Children and Schooling and the Safety and
Wellbeing programs.

2

1 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2017.
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2.3 The CGRGs state that:

The objective of grants administration is to promote proper use and management of public
resources through collaboration with government and non-government stakeholders to achieve
government policy outcomes. %

2.4 The IAS is a key program for achieving the government’s three priorities to improve
outcomes for Indigenous Australians:

° education;
. employment, economic participation and social participation; and
. a healthy and safe home and community.?3

2.5 Auditor-General Report No.35 2016—-17 Indigenous Advancement Strategy noted that the
Australian Government’s areas for priority investment in Indigenous affairs broadly aligned with the
IAS programs.?*

Children and Schooling program

2.6 When established, the objectives of the Children and Schooling program, as outlined in the
2014 1AS Grant Guidelines, were:

To support families to give children a good start in life through improved early childhood
development, care, education and school readiness; get children to school, improve literacy and
numeracy, and support successful youth transition to further education and work.*

2.7 These objectives are consistent with the government’s priorities and the objectives of the
program outlined in the 2014-15 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet’s (PM&C'’s)
Portfolio Budget Statements (PBS). The 2014-15 PBS states that the objectives of the program are
to: get children to school, improve education outcomes and support families to give children a good
start in life. The objectives are described in the same way in PM&C’s 2015-19 corporate plan and
have remained consistent in subsequent IAS guidelines and budget statements.

2.8 As discussed in paragraph 1.9, in 2006 the Australian Government agreed to an
intergovernmental approach to closing the gap in Indigenous disadvantage. The agreement outlines
seven building blocks to support closing the gap as measured by six (then seven) targets (see
Table 1.1). The building blocks are: early childhood; schooling; health; economic participation;
healthy homes; safe communities; and governance and leadership.

2.9 The objectives of the Children and Schooling program reflect the broader objective of the
Closing the Gap framework and are aligned to two of the building blocks (early childhood and
schooling). Five of the Closing the Gap targets are closely related to the Children and Schooling
program outcomes and objectives. Figure 2.1 demonstrates this alignment, as articulated in the
current guidelines and PBS.

22  Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines 2017, Canberra, paragraph 2.1.

23 National Indigenous Australians Agency, Indigenous Advancement Strategy Grant Guidelines, 2019, Canberra,
p.5.

24 Auditor-General Report No.35 of 2016-17, Indigenous Advancement Strategy, February 2017, Canberra,
paragraph 2.1.

25 National Indigenous Australians Agency, IAS Grant Guidelines, Canberra, 2014, p. 13.
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Figure 2.1:

Relevant
Closing the
Gap targets

Outcome 2:
2019-20 PBS

Program
objectives,

2019-20 PBS

Program
objectives and
outcomes,

2019 IAS Grant
Guidelines

Note:

Program design and implementation

Alignment of Children and Schooling program with government objectives

o Halve the gap for Indigenous students in reading, writing and numeracy within a
decade.

o Halve the gap in Indigenous employment outcomes within a decade.

e Halve the gap for Indigenous people aged 20-24 in Year 12 attainment or
equivalent attainment rates by 2020.

o Close the gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous school attendance
within five years.

e 95 per cent of all Indigenous four-year-olds enrolled in early childhood
education by 2025.

Improve results for Indigenous Australians including in relation to school
attendance, employment and community safety, through delivering services and
programmes, and through measures that recognise the special place that
Indigenous people hold in this Nation.

The objectives of this program are to get children to school, particularly in remote
Indigenous communities, improving education outcomes and supporting families to
give children a good start in life.

This program includes measures to improve access to further education.

The objective of the Children and Schooling Programme is to deliver activities to
Indigenous children, youth and adults that:

o Support families to give children a good start in life through improved early
childhood development, care, education and school readiness.

e Get children to school.

o Improve literacy and numeracy.

e Support successful transitions to further education and work.
Outcomes:

e Increasing access and participation of Indigenous children in early childhood
care and education.

e Increasing school attendance and improving educational outcomes, including
literacy and numeracy.

e Increasing Year 12 or equivalent attainment, including vocational training and
education.

¢ Increasing numbers of students working toward a post school qualification in
Certificate 11l or above.

When NIAA was established as an executive agency, Outcome 2 and its related programs transferred from

PM&C to NIAA and are now presented as Outcome 1. There have been no other changes to the outcome or
program structure since the publication of the 2019-20 PBS.

Source: ANAO analysis based on Closing the Gap targets, PM&C Portfolio Budget Statements 2019-20 and the IAS
Grant Guidelines 2019.

2.10

The 2014 IAS Grant Guidelines stated that the strategy was designed to be broad in scope

and flexible enough to support a wide range of activities. This has made it possible for NIAA to fund
a broad range of activities under the Children and Schooling program, which align to the program
objectives and the Closing the Gap targets.
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Safety and Wellbeing program

2.11  When established, the objectives of the Safety and Wellbeing program, as outlined in the
2014 1AS Grant Guidelines, were:

To ensure the ordinary rule of law applies in Indigenous communities, and to ensure Indigenous
people enjoy similar levels of physical, emotional and social wellbeing enjoyed by other Australians
by fostering the ability of Indigenous Australians to engage in education, employment and other
opportunities.2®

2.12 These objectives are consistent with the objectives of the program outlined in the 2014-15
PM&C’s PBS. The 2014-15 PBS states that the objectives of the program are to: ensure that the
ordinary law of the land applies in Indigenous communities; and ensure Indigenous people enjoy
similar levels of physical, emotional and social wellbeing enjoyed by other Australians. The
objectives are described in the same way in PM&C’s 2015-19 corporate plan, and have remained
consistent in subsequent IAS Guidelines and budget statements.

2.13 The objectives of the Safety and Wellbeing program reflect the broader objective of the
Closing the Gap framework and are aligned to two of the building blocks referred to in paragraph
2.8 (healthy homes and safe communities). Two of the Closing the Gap targets are related to the
program outcomes and objectives. Figure 2.2 demonstrates this alignment, as articulated in the
current guidelines and PBS.

2.14 The Safety and Wellbeing program objectives also include elements that are broader than
the Closing the Gap building blocks. For example, physical, emotional and social wellbeing (Safety
and Wellbeing program) encompasses a broader range of issues than healthy homes and safe
communities (Closing the Gap). This has resulted in the funding of a large range of activities.

26 Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Indigenous Advance Strategy Grant Guidelines, Canberra, 2014,
p. 15.
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Program design and implementation

Figure 2.2: Alignment of Safety and Wellbeing program with government objectives

Relevant o Close the life expectancy gap within a generation
Closing the

Gap targets e Halve the gap in mortality rates for indigenous children under five within a decade

Outcome 2: Improve results for Indigenous Australians including in relation to school attendance,
employment and community safety, through delivering services and programmes,

Indigenous, i 4 i i
and through measures that recognise the special place that Indigenous people hold in
2019-20 PBS this Nation.

Prt_:gra_m The objectives of this program are to ensure that the ordinary law of the land applies
objectives, to Indigenous communities and ensure Indigenous people enjoy similar levels of
2019-20 PBS physical, emotional and social wellbeing enjoyed by other Australians

The objectives of the Safety and Wellbeing Programme are to:
e Ensure that the ordinary law of the land applies in Indigenous communities.

e Ensure Indigenous Australians enjoy similar levels of physical, emotional and
social wellbeing as those enjoyed by other Australians.

Outcomes:

Program
objectives and
outcomes, o Reduced substance misuse and harm.

PIEERVERCE Zi8N o Reduced contact with the criminal justice system.

Guidelines . . L
o Violence reduction and victim support.

e Improved wellbeing and resilience.

e Safe and functional environment.

e Strategic Investment Priorities.

Note:  When NIAA was established, Outcome 2 and its related programs transferred from PM&C to NIAA and are
now presented as Outcome 1. There have been no other changes to the outcome or program structure since
the publication of the 2019-20 PBS.

Source: ANAO analysis based on Closing the Gap targets, PM&C PBS 2019-20 and the IAS Grant Guidelines 2019.

Recent changes to the Indigenous Advancement Strategy strategic direction: the
Indigenous Policy and Investment Framework

2.15 In December 2018 PM&C commissioned a strategic review of the Children and Schooling
and Safety and Wellbeing programs. The purpose of the review was to develop ‘policy architecture’
for the two programs that could guide future evidence-based program design and strategic
decision-making. The review was completed in June 2019. It presents three theories of change for
each program.?’ The theories of change provide a map of where investment decisions, including
grant allocation, should be made to increase assurance that policy objectives of a program are met
and expected results achieved.

27 A ‘theory of change’ explains how activities are expected to produce a series of results that contribute to
achieving the final intended impacts. It can be developed for any level of intervention — an event, a project, a
program, a policy, a strategy or an organisation.
(https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/resources/guide/theory of change)

Auditor-General Report No.11 2020-21
Indigenous Advancement Strategy — Children and Schooling Program and Safety and Wellbeing Program

23


https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/resources/guide/theory_of_change

2.16 The ANAO found that there is alignment between the proposed theories of change for each
program and the 2019-20 PM&C PBS objectives and activity outcomes, and to the relevant Closing
the Gap targets.

2.17 The theories of change were tested in a subset of the Children and Schooling program in
July—August 2019. In November 2019, NIAA advised the ANAO that the review had been expanded
to encompass all IAS programs, including the Children and Schooling in its entirety and the Safety
and Wellbeing program, with the aim of developing an entity-wide organising framework: the
Indigenous Policy and Investment Framework. This framework comprises 12 evidence-based
theories of change aligned to the Closing the Gap draft outcome areas. In February 2020, NIAA
executive endorsed the following key implementation steps:

° gaining support across Commonwealth agencies to use the framework to coordinate and
guide policy and investment priorities across government;

° implementing the framework at the regional level, with an initial focus on IAS investment,
with a view to develop a regional approach to investment that is guided by national
priorities and shaped by the local context, community-identified needs, and local
solutions; and

° developing a performance, monitoring and evaluation framework to enable NIAA and
Commonwealth agencies to assess the impact of investments and inform decision-making
around investment.

2.18 The Indigenous Policy and Investment Framework aims to realign policies, investments and
evaluations to better deliver on the Government’s Closing the Gap goals across NIAA and across
government. It is presented by NIAA as ‘a critical mechanism for NIAA to deliver on its mandated
role to lead, coordinate and advance a whole-of-government approach for Indigenous Australians
and deliver on the Commonwealth’s commitments under Closing the Gap.’?® NIAA informed the
ANAO that it expects to finalise the Indigenous Policy and Investment Framework in tandem with
the refreshed Closing the Gap National Partnership Agreement and its implementation plans.

2.19 Five years after the start of the IAS, this foundational work has the potential to provide a
stronger strategic direction to the programs’ investments. Using theories of change more clearly
links activities to intended outcomes, which in turn better informs where investment should be
directed.

Have appropriate governance arrangements been established?

Appropriate governance arrangements have been established. Although the two key
governance boards did not meet as regularly as scheduled during 2018 and 2019, evidence
exists that they provided strategic and operational direction to the Children and Schooling and
the Safety and Wellbeing programs.

2.20 Under the Public Governance, Performance and Accountability Act 2013 (PGPA Act) an
accountable authority of a Commonwealth entity must govern the entity in a way that promotes

28 National Indigenous Australians Agency, Building strategic policy and investment capability, paper presented
to the Executive Board, February 2020, unpublished.
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Program design and implementation

the: proper use and management of public resources for which the authority is responsible;
achievement of the purposes of the entity; and financial sustainability of the entity.?° To ensure
compliance with the PGPA Act, it is important for entities to establish effective governance
arrangements. The Commonwealth Governance Structures Policy supports creating and
maintaining fit-for-purpose governance structures for government activities. 3°

2.21 The current IAS governance structure is illustrated in Figure 2.3. The structure, and the roles
and responsibilities of NIAA's bodies, are largely similar to PM&C’s governance arrangements when
PM&C was responsible for the IAS.

Figure 2.3: NIAA internal governance structure

Audit and Risk Executive Board

Committee Safety Board

Sub Committee

]
|
i
Financial Statements !
:
|

Policy and Delivery People and Culture
Committee Committee

Program National Health .
9 ICT Governance Staff Consultative
Performance and Safety .
. Board . Committee
Committee Committee

Note:  Yellow shading indicates governance bodies with responsibility for IAS program performance.

Source: ANAO based on NIAA documents.

2.22 The Executive Board, which meets monthly, was ‘the primary executive decision-making
body with a focus on strategic planning and policy, culture, organisational performance, resource
allocation, risk management, staff management and workplace safety’.3!

2.23  The Policy and Delivery Committee was created and met for the first time on 28 November
2019. Its role is helping to ‘drive and operationalise the strategic agenda of the NIAA through

29  Public Governance, Performance and Accountability Act 2013 (Cth), Division 2, Subdivision A, clause 15 (1).

30 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Governance Structures Policy (Governance Policy), available from
https://www.finance.gov.au/government/managing-commonwealth-resources/structure-australian-
government-public-sector/commonwealth-governance-structures-policy-governance-policy [accessed 15 June
2020].

31 National Indigenous Australian Agency, Executive Board Terms of Reference (no date). Under NIAA Executive
Board Terms of Reference February 2020, the Executive Board is no longer a decision-making body; it is the
key advisory body to support the CEO and delegated decision makers in their duties.
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improved oversight of our policy, and implementation and delivery activities, ensuring they are
aligned with government priorities.”32

2.24  The Program Performance Committee’s purpose is to enable senior management oversight
of the IAS. Until March 2020 the Program Performance Committee was referred to as the Program
Management Board. Prior to the establishment of the Policy and Delivery Committee, the Program
Management Board was a sub-committee of the Executive Board.

2.25 The Program Management Board’s role included ‘making decisions and providing advice to
programme owners and the Executive on the strategic directions and implementation of
Indigenous-specific programmes, in particular the Indigenous Advancement Strategy (IAS)’.33 The
Program Management Board’s responsibilities also included providing oversight regarding funding
decisions; ensuring that adequate planning and resources are in place to manage the IAS program
workload; driving continuous improvement and innovation; ensuring that program design,
implementation and delivery is consistent with NIAA policies; and providing updates to the
Executive Board. Program Management Board meetings were intended to be conducted every
three weeks since September 2017 (every four weeks before this date).

2.26 To assess the effectiveness of the Executive Board’s and the Program Management Board’s
oversight of the Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing programs, the ANAO examined
the meeting minutes for the two boards between January 2017 and December 2019.

2.27 The Executive Board met quorum and meeting frequencies for the majority of 2017 (with
one exception in December). The Board did not meet in February, March, May, June and
December 2018; or in January or April 2019. When it did meet, the Executive Board discussed
funding, reform, risk and policy priorities, consistent with its terms of reference.

2.28 The Program Management Board also did not meet as regularly as scheduled. The Board
discussed the Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing programs at almost all meetings
until August 2018. Between September 2018 and December 2019 the programs were mentioned in
only three meeting minutes and were not specifically mentioned between April to December 2019.
ANAO analysis indicates that while the programs were not specifically named in all minutes, the
PMB did discuss strategic and operational IAS issues that could directly affect programs, including
the development of the Policy and Investment Framework, the new IAS Grant Guidelines and the
IAS Evaluation and Performance Framework.

32 National Indigenous Australian Agency, Policy and Delivery Committee Terms of Reference (no date).

33 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Programme Management Board Executive Board Terms of
Reference (no date).
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Are systems to support staff to assess and manage grants fit-for-
purpose?

Until 2019 there were weaknesses in systems to support staff to assess and manage grants that
NIAA has worked to address. As a result, systems are now largely fit-for-purpose, although
mandatory grants administration training was still in the pilot stage in April 2020.

2.29 Technology, processes and people are key components underpinning successful program
administration. The ANAO examined the grant assessment and management systems used to
manage the grant programs, as well as guidance and training available to staff.

Grant assessment and management systems

2.30 The two main information technology (IT) systems that NIAA uses to assess and manage IAS
grants are the Grants Processing System (GPS)34 and FUSION. GPS, the primary system used, is an
online application that is administered by the Community Grants Hub.3> GPS functionality includes:

° standard grants functionality to support block funding and some individualised funding;

o grants rounds and application assessment;

. review functionality for reporting; and

. grant agreement creation and management including financial commitment recording

and payment processing.3°

2.31 There are three Community Grants Hub packages under which the Hub provides services to
manage parts of the grant lifecycle. NIAA’s current service agreement is for a Basic Package, which
gives NIAA access to the GPS Digital Platform, helpdesk support and limited reporting.3’

2.32 Tocomplement GPS, NIAA uses FUSION to record Indigeneity, record activity coding, create
and assess ceasing activities*® and to generate reports. FUSION (previously known as the Indigenous
Reporting Tool) was initially established to unify grant information from a number of grant
management systems. One of the primary functions of FUSION is to provide end-to-end reporting
of a single grant from initial proposal, application assessment, activity management, performance
reporting and Ceasing Activity Assessments.

2.33  Figure 2.4 shows the systems used at different stages of the grant assessment and
management process.

34  Formerly named the ‘FaHCSIA Online Funding Agreement Management System’ or ‘FOFMS’.

35 The Community Grants Hub, which is managed by the Department of Social Services, started operating on
1 July 2016. It provides a shared-services arrangement to deliver grants administration services on behalf of
Australian Government entities. Participating entities can use grants administration services from either the
Community or Business Grants Hubs.

36 Department of Social Services, Community Grants Hub Glossary, p. 7, available from
https://www.communitygrants.gov.au/glossary [accessed 13 July 2020].

37 The Premium and Premium Plus packages include additional services such as grant program design, selection
preparation, application assessment and the establishment of agreements.

38 Ceasing activities are activities that are due to expire within the short term, and that NIAA assesses to decide
whether to allow the activity to cease naturally or to extend the activity. The assessment process is discussed
in Chapter 3.
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Figure 2.4: |IAS grant administration systems

Prospective Prospective Grantee NIAA
letes — >  assesses
grantee : grantee comp 7
completes completes performance performance
proposal application form report report

NIAA creates grant
activity and
performance report

NIAA records
decision

NIAA
assesses

|

NIAA briefs
Minister via
PDMS

OTHER SMART
SYSTEM FORM

Pre Application Application

Note:  PDMS is the Parliamentary Document Management System, which stores all parliamentary documentation and executive briefings for the agency. After NIAA was
established, relevant PDMS records were migrated to NIAA and allocated a new PDMS identification number.

Source: ANAO analysis based on NIAA documents.



Program design and implementation

2.34  During the audit the ANAO identified a number of issues that resulted from NIAA’s use of
two systems to assess and manage grants. While NIAA has recently worked to address these issues,
they impacted on the administration of the Children and Schooling and the Safety and Wellbeing
programs between 2016 and 2019. The issues identified included interface issues between GPS and
FUSION that required manual intervention to resolve.

2.35 Under the Partnership Agreement between NIAA and the Department of Social Services,
NIAA has access to a standard suite of reports generated on data held in GPS. In addition, since
January 2019 NIAA has started to implement reporting solutions specific to its grant administration
business requirements, accessing data stored in FUSION (including GPS data uploaded regularly into
FUSION) and additional datasets as required. NIAA’s reporting solutions have allowed the
development of automated weekly grant administration reports that are delivered weekly to NIAA
executives since December 2019 and regional summary reports delivered to regional mailboxes
since March 2020. Reporting to NIAA’s executive is further considered in paragraphs 5.29 to 5.31.

Guidance

2.36  NIAA has developed policies, procedures and resources for the IAS based on the PM&C
grants management framework and the Commonwealth Grants Policy Framework. Where there is
not a specific NIAA policy, the relevant PM&C policies apply until they are replaced by an agreed
NIAA policy. The main source of guidance provided to staff to assist them to assess and manage
grants is the online Grants Administration Manual. Other sources of guidance include: GPS systems
guidance and intranet resources available through a SharePoint. The IAS Grant Guidelines are also
a key policy document and are examined in paragraphs 2.45 to 2.51.

Grants Administration Manual

2.37 NIAA maintains a Grants Administration Manual to guide staff in the administration of
grants. Available on NIAA’s intranet, it steps staff through the five stages of the grant management
cycle (design, select, establish, manage, and evaluate and improve). Links are provided to relevant
guidance and templates supporting each stage. Specific sections address the key areas of risk
outlined in the CGRGs. The resources available from the Grants Administration Manual are updated
periodically. Overall, the manual is clear, detailed and comprehensive.

2.38 In five of the eight regional network offices visited by the ANAO, NIAA staff indicated that
the manual is useful but that it can be difficult to navigate the abundance of material it contains
and identify whether the material available is current. In November 2019 NIAA commenced a
project to redesign the Grants Administration Manual to improve its useability, content and
maintenance. The project is scheduled to be completed in the second half of 2020.

Grants Processing System guidance and the Grants Systems Support and Reporting
SharePoint

2.39  GPS task cards help users understand and perform different functions and include business
rules and data conventions. The 120 task cards, managed and maintained by the Community Grants
Hub under the standard service offer, are in various stages of revision, with some (for example, task
cards for the ‘Select’ stage) yet to be updated to reflect current processes in GPS.

240 NIAA has also implemented a Grants Systems Support and Reporting web-based
collaborative platform (SharePoint) that is designed to achieve consistency in assessment and
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management and help new users navigate GPS and perform different functions. The Grants Systems
Support and Reporting SharePoint has three main parts:

o Grants Systems Support — helps set up and change user profiles and escalate systems
issues to the Community Grants Hub;

° Grants System Training — contains task cards, links to e-learning modules and access to
instructor-led training (such as ‘bite-sized’ training and webinars); and

° Grants Reporting — provides access to a team assisting with development of custom data
reports.

2.41 The platform is an effective way of providing users with technical support contacts and links
to detailed operational guidance. As the same information is available in the Grants Administration
Manual and the Sharepoint, there may be merit in linking the systems (so that each system refers
to the other where relevant).

Training

2.42  Staff training is fundamental to an entity-wide culture of quality and consistency in the
assessment and management of grants. Auditor-General Report No.35 2016-17 Indigenous
Advancement Strategy reported that PM&C was unable to provide a training register or other
documentation recording which staff had attended training. In 2017, following the Auditor-
General’s report, Joint Committee of Public Accounts and Audit Report 464: Commonwealth Grants
Administration recommended that PM&C measures the number of staff formally trained with
regard to the CGRGs and quickly rectify skills gaps so as to ensure compliance with CGRGs.3° In
response to the Joint Committee of Public Accounts and Audit, PM&C advised that it had developed
a ‘comprehensive staff training package aligned with the Grant Administration Manual’, including
elements of core training mandatory for staff working in grants administration, and that improved
records were being maintained of staff attendance at training sessions.*°

2.43  Between August and September 2019 NIAA introduced a mandatory cloud-based Learning
Management System, which can measure the number of staff completing training. Through the
Learning Management System, NIAA piloted grants administration training consisting of five
interactive modules explaining obligations under the PGPA Act and the CGRGs. The training also
outlined the key steps of the grant lifecycle, including key grants administration processes and
responsibilities. In April 2020 NIAA advised that of the 963 staff included in the initial pilot of the
training, 86 per cent completed the training.*!

2.44 NIAA also offers face-to-face and video conference training, provided annually or as needed,
for example where staff in a region routinely omit information from one of the key fields in GPS.
Training includes acquittals, organisation and activity risk management, grants advice, Working with

39 Joint Committee of Public Accounts and Audit, Report 464: Commonwealth Grants Administration, August 2017,
Recommendation 2, available at
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary Business/Committees/Joint/Public Accounts and Audit/CommGrants
Admin/Report 464 [accessed 3 March 2020].

40 Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Government response to Joint Committee of Public Accounts and
Audit Report 464, p. 4, 8 March 2018, available from
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary Business/Committees/Joint/Public Accounts and Audit/CommGrants
Admin/Government Response [accessed 29 June 2020].

41  In August 2020 NIAA advised training is being updated and transitioned to the Learnhub platform.
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Vulnerable People guidance, performance reporting, fraud awareness and the centralised briefing
process. A helpdesk providing support with grant systems is also available to NIAA staff.

Are the IAS Grant Guidelines consistent with the Commonwealth
Grants Rules and Guidelines?

The IAS Grant Guidelines are compliant with the CGRGs but NIAA’s communication about the
programs’ funding availability is not transparent, which is inconsistent with Department of
Finance guidance.

2.45 The CGRGs emphasise the importance of promoting open, transparent and equitable access
to grants, including through ensuring that the rules of grant opportunity guidelines are clear in their
intent.*? The CGRGs note that the rules of grant opportunities should be simply expressed, clear in
their intent and effectively communicated to stakeholders.*?

2.46  The IAS Grant Guidelines were published in 2014, revised in 2016 and updated in August
2019 to reflect the transfer from PM&C to NIAA. They include a description of program objectives,
eligibility and assessment criteria, assessment process, grant agreement requirements and
monitoring and evaluation approaches. The guidelines contain a comprehensive description of the
Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing programs, including activities that are in-scope
and out-of-scope for funding. They also present the three approaches that NIAA uses to allocate
funding under the IAS (summarised in Table 2.1).

Table 2.1: Funding approaches in the IAS Grant Guidelines

Approach Method

Agency invites | Used when NIAA identifies a specific need.

applications Opportunities are advertised. Applications are required (can be an application kit
provided by NIAA, including in the form of a letter or an email). Assessed against the
guidelines’ criteria.

Can be competitive (applications compared against each other) or non-competitive
(applications assessed on a case-by-case basis).

Can be open to all applicants or targeted to a particular group of applicants, location

or activities.
Agency Used at any time when a community, individual or organisation is seeking funding to
responds to respond to an emerging community need or opportunity.

community led | 10 steps to submit a proposal:
proposals o ) ) o
e organisation approaches NIAA to discuss their proposal (the submission of an

‘initial proposal template’ may be required); and
¢ if advice from NIAA is favourable, organisation submits an application.

However, organisations may submit an application regardless of whether an initial
proposal has been submitted; and whether NIAA’s advice was favourable.

Assessed against the guidelines’ criteria.

42 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2017, paragraphs 8.5, 8.7 and
13.9.

43  Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2017, paragraphs 8.6 and 8.7.
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Approach Method

Agency Used when NIAA identifies a specific need.
approaches

o NIAA directly approaches organisations to negotiate delivery of an activity or service.
organisation

Organisation may not have to complete an application form, but NIAA may request
information needed to assess organisation against eligibility and assessment criteria.
Assessed against the guidelines’ criteria.

A simplified assessment process may be used, particularly where the organisation
already receives IAS funding.

Can include existing grant recipients approached to expand their services and new
providers.

Source: ANAO analysis, based on the IAS Grant Guidelines 2019.

2.47 As required by the CGRGs, the guidelines are available on NIAA’s website (previously on
PM&C website) and are supplemented, when relevant, by an application kit. In accordance with the
CGRGs, grant opportunities have been listed on GrantConnect since 2017, with links to the IAS Grant
Guidelines and the responsible entity’s website.** The information provided on GrantConnect is
consistent with the information provided on the website(s).

2.48 The ANAQ’s analysis found that the IAS Grant Guidelines, in conjunction with the application
kits, include most of the information that the Department of Finance recommends should be
present in grant guidelines*® and, to that extent, are compliant with the CGRGs. The CGRGs do not
require entities to publish the amount of funding available. However guidance from the Department
of Finance advises that grant guidelines should outline the total funding available over a period of
time, how much funding is available for each grant and whether there are limitations on the amount
that can be applied for.#®

2.49 The IAS Grant Guidelines only indicate the overall IAS budget ($5.2 billion over four years to
2022-23), which does not provide sufficient information on the amount of funding available for a
specific program, or whether there are limitations on the amount for which applicants can apply.4’
As shown in Table 2.2, there is a material difference between the budget allocated to the IAS; the
budget allocated to the Children and Schooling and the Safety and Wellbeing programs; and the
uncommitted budget available for each program at any point in time.

44  GrantConnect is the Australian Government’s whole-of-government grants information system, which
centralises the publication and reporting of Commonwealth grants.

45 Department of Finance, Resource Management Guideline No. 421 Publishing and Reporting Grants and
GrantConnect, Attachment A. Available from https://www.finance.gov.au/publications/resource-
management-guides/publishing-reporting-grants-grantconnect-rmg-421#audience [accessed 29 February
2020]. The ANAO notes that while the guidelines indicate that an application form is available from NIAA’s
website, this form was not available as at March 2020.

46 Department of Finance, Resource Management Guide No. 421 Publishing and reporting grants and
GrantConnect, Attachment A — Grant guidelines — Better practice checklist.

47 Between July 2016 and June 2019 one grant opportunity using the ‘agency invites applications’ approach was

published under the Children and Schooling program, which indicated the amount of funding available
(Indigenous Girls’ STEM academy for $25 million).
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Program design and implementation

Table 2.2: Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing programs’ budgets

Children and Safety and
Schooling Wellbeing

IAS budget over four years to 2022-23 ‘for grant funding

processes and administered procurement activities that address $5.2 billion

the objectives of the IAS’@

2019-20 program budget® $305.0 million $279.9 million
Uncommitted budget available as at 31 March 2020¢ $8.6 million $3.4 million

Note a: IAS Grant Guidelines 2019, p. 6.

Note b: PM&C 2019-20 Portfolio Budget Statements. The budgets for the Children and Schooling and Safety and
Wellbeing programs are for administered expenses.

Note c: The uncommitted budget is the amount of funding available once legal commitments and planned allocations
are subtracted.

Source: ANAO, based on NIAA documents.

2.50 Auditor-General Report No.35 2016-17 Indigenous Advancement Strategy also found that
the IAS Grant Guidelines and the grant application process could have been improved by identifying
the amount of funding available under the grant funding round.*®

2.51 The ANAO has made a recommendation that, to assist applicants to appropriately scope
activities relative to funding available and to increase transparency in relation to the limitations on
the amounts that can be applied for, NIAA publicly communicate up-to-date information about
funding available under the Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing programs
(Recommendation no. 1).

New IAS guidelines

2.52  NIAA advised that new guidelines were being developed, with an expected publication date
of December 2020. Instead of one overarching set of IAS guidelines, two sets of ‘agency
collaborates’ guidelines would be developed:

° ‘agency collaborates’ guidelines — non-competitive — to fund a proposal that has been
developed with an eligible applicant (current community led approach) and to directly
approach an organisation, where an approach to market cannot be undertaken;

° ‘agency collaborates’ guidelines — competitive — to approach a group of potential
grantees to select the best provider, for example where a critical service gap exists but the
most suitable provider needs to be identified.*®

2.53 In addition, dedicated program-specific guidelines for each IAS grant opportunity would be
issued.

2.54  Drafts reviewed by the ANAO indicate that the two sets of ‘agency collaborates’ guidelines
include only the total funding envelope ($5.2 billion over four years to 2022—23). NIAA advised that

48  Auditor-General Report No.35 2016-17 Indigenous Advancement Strategy, paragraph 20.

49 Non-competitive is defined in the guidelines as a process whereby an ‘application will be considered on its
merits and priorities for the Agency and will not be compared to other applications’. Competitive is defined in
the guidelines as a process whereby an ‘application will be considered on its merits and priorities for the
Agency and will be compared to other applications’.
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guidelines developed for dedicated grant opportunities would provide increased transparency
regarding funding available, by publishing the amount of uncommitted (available) funds for each
opportunity.>°

Recommendation no.1

2.55 The National Indigenous Australians Agency ensures that up-to-date information about
grant funding available for the Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing programs is
publicly available.

National Indigenous Australians Agency’s response: Agree.

2.56 Consistent with the Department of Finance better practice checklist, the National
Indigenous Australians Agency (the Agency) currently publishes:

° total funding allocated to the Indigenous Advancement Strategy (IAS) in the IAS Grant
Guidelines;

. program level funding in the Agency’s Portfolio Budget Statements; and

. funding available under specific grant opportunities in the relevant application kits or

program-specific grant opportunity guidelines.

2.57 The Agency recognises the effort involved in developing grant applications and
encourages all applicants applying for funding under the community led stream to contact their
local Regional Office to discuss funding proposals. This is a key part of the Agency's approach to
working in partnership with Indigenous communities to deliver local and culturally appropriate
services.

2.58 Early engagement with applicants assists in the lodging of grant applications which are
consistent with the IAS Grant Guidelines and align with the government's priorities. The
availability of funding is just one factor that may be considered as part of these conversations.

2.59 Going forward the Agency will continue to examine ways to publish further information
about funding availability under each IAS program to optimise transparency. In light of this, the
details of all grant opportunities will continue to be published on GrantConnect and the Agency's
website.

50 In August 2020 NIAA advised that the new guidelines have been approved by the Minister for Indigenous
Australians and the Minister for Finance and that the guidelines published for NAIDOC 2020 included the
specific funding amount available.
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3. Grants assessment

Areas examined

This chapter examines whether the National Indigenous Australians Agency’s (NIAA’s) processes
to assess Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing grants are compliant with the
Commonwealth Grant Rules and Guidelines (CGRGs) and the Indigenous Advancement Strategy
(IAS) Grant Guidelines.

Conclusion

Assessments are compliant with the CGRGs and the IAS Grant Guidelines for both programs, but
are not consistent with the principles underlying the CGRGs to achieve value with relevant money
— between July 2016 and June 2019 a large majority of Children and Schooling and Safety and
Wellbeing grant funding was allocated using a non-competitive approach and grants were
reallocated to the same providers. NIAA has arrangements in place to ensure that regional
priorities and potential gaps and duplications in service delivery are considered. Since 2018-19
NIAA has improved its timeliness in assessing applications.

Area for improvement

The ANAO made one recommendation aimed at ensuring grants assessments achieve value with
relevant money and are consistent with the CGRGs. The ANAO also noted that there would be
merit in documenting how additional factors considered during the assessment process impact
the scoring against the four criteria published in the guidelines.

3.1 The concept of transparency in grants administration underpins the CGRGs. Transparency:
provides assurance that grants administration is appropriate and that legislative obligations and
policy commitments are met; minimises concerns about equitable treatment; and provides

a

ssurance that relevant money has been spent for the approved purposes and is achieving the best

possible outcomes.>?

3.2 The ANAO analysed whether:

selection processes are applied in a manner that demonstrates the achievement of value
for money outcomes;

grant assessments are compliant with the CGRGs and the IAS Grant Guidelines;
grant assessments consider regional strategies, and potential gaps and duplications; and

advice provided to the minister complied with the requirements of the CGRGs.

5

1 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2017, paragraphs 13.2 and
13.6.
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Are selection processes applied in a manner that demonstrates the
achievement of value for money outcomes?

Selection processes are not applied in a manner that demonstrates that a value for money
outcome has been achieved. Between July 2016 to June 2019, 90 per cent of the Children and
Schooling program funding and 95 per cent of the Safety and Wellbeing program funding was
allocated on a non-competitive basis. This is inconsistent with the principles of the CGRGs and
with NIAA’s guidance. Also 80 per cent of the Children and Schooling program funding and 87
per cent of the Safety and Wellbeing program funding was reallocated to the same providers
after assessment.

33 The CGRGs allow for a range of approaches for grant selection, including competitive and
non-competitive rounds, demand-driven processes and one-off grants to be determined on an ad
hoc basis. The CGRGs specify that using a non-competitive approach to allocate grant funding may
be appropriate, in particular when the number of service providers is very limited and these
providers have a well-established record of delivering the grant activities. However, the CGRGs also
state that competitive, merit-based processes can achieve better outcomes and value with relevant
money and should be used to allocate grants (unless otherwise agreed).>?

3.4 As summarised in Table 2.1, NIAA uses different approaches to allocate funding under the
IAS:

° agency invites applications;
° agency responds to community led proposals; and
° agency approaches organisation (also called direct approach); under the direct approach,

the IAS Grant Guidelines state that NIAA may also use a simplified assessment process.

3.5 Figure 3.1 presents NIAA’s grant assessement processes under the three approaches.

52 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2017, paragraphs 13.11, 11.5
and footnote 73.
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Grants assessment

Figure 3.1: Grant assessment processes, July 2016 to June 2019

‘Agency approaches
‘Agency invites applications’ organisation’
and Direct approach

‘Agency responds to
community led proposals’ Brief to the minister seeking
approval to use a direct approach

Simplified direct approach

Application submitted by Request of an application from Submit business case to branch
organisation : the organisation manager to request approval to
use a simplified direct approach
Assessment against eligibility |
criteria Regional manager and program
| owner should be consulted before
Staff involved to complete probity the assessment commences

declarations (include
confidentiality acknowledgement
and declaration of conflict of
interest)
|

Assessment against four criteria,

based on application:

e Each criteria scored one to
seven and supported by a
rationale

e By a panel of two (one
regional network staff + one
program area staff), with
moderator if more than five
points difference between
scores

Staff involved to complete probity
declarations (include
confidentiality acknowledgement
and declaration of conflict of
interest)
|
Assessment against four criteria,
based on existing knowledge of

the organisation and proposed
activity:

e Each criteria assessed with
rationale provided (one or two
sentences) no scoring

e Summary assessment
against the four criteria: ‘met’;
‘partially met’; ‘not met’

e By someone with sufficient
knowledge of the activity and
the organisation (an officer
from within the relevant
Program Area or Regional
Network Office)

Using the Investment Analysis

Tool to support the assessment

(ceasing activities)

I
Regional manager’'s comments
and endorsement (ceasing
activities)
I
Program owner’s comments and
endorsement (ceasing activities)
Applicant notification {

I
Regional manager’'s comments
and endorsement
|
Program owner’s comments and
endorsement
|

Organisation risk assessment conducted or updated

Organisation risk assessment conducted or updated

Brief to the minister seeking

funding approval

Brief to the minister seeking
approval to use a simplified direct

approach and seeking funding
approval

v v
Organisation requested to
complete a pre-filled application
(simplified direct approach)

Organisation offered a draft
contract (ceasing activities)

Note:  Before June 2019 the minister was the only delegate except for direct approaches under the Regional
Managers Discretionary Fund, which allows Regional Managers to fund small scale, short-term, one-off
projects.

Source: Based on NIAA documents.
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3.6 Asillustrated in Figure 3.1, assessments to inform a funding decision follow a similar process
under the ‘agency invites applications’ and ‘agency responds to community led proposals’
approaches. Assessment processes differ when the direct approach is used.

3.7 As the direct approach is not competitive and does not assess the relative merits of the
applicant, NIAA internal guidance requires that approval to use the approach is obtained from the
delegate (the minister) before approaching the organisation. This is in accordance with the CGRGs,
which state that where a method, other than a competitive merit-based selection process is to be
used, this should be specifically agreed to by a minister or delegate.>® NIAA policy and internal
guidance specify that the simplified process is to be used sparingly and as an exception:

[A simplified direct approach] should be used as an exception, as the standard approach in

accordance with the CGRGs is to undertake a competitive approach to market.... You must provide
a strong business justification to explain why you are not using a competitive approach.>*

3.8 In the ministerial briefs seeking approval for the funding approach, the standard
justifications PM&C used to support its recommendation for a non-competitive direct approach
included that the provider: has extensive experience in effectively delivering activities; has
established relationships with key stakeholders; has expressed interest in continuing service
provision; does not have a high risk rating; and is the only known provider able to deliver the
activities at the time.

3.9 Table 3.1 demonstrates that, between July 2016 and June 2019, PM&C used the non-
competitive ‘agency approaches organisation’ direct approach to allocate 90 per cent of the Children
and Schooling program funding and 95 per cent of the Safety and Wellbeing program funding.

Table 3.1: Funding distribution by funding approach, July 2016 to June 2019

Agency responds | Agency approaches

Agency invites 4 o mmunity led organisation

applications

proposals ‘Direct approach’

Children and Schooling program

2016-17 - 0 5.64 25 16.97 75 2260 | 100
2017-18 10.00 7 7.04 5 122.50 88 139.54 | 100
2018-19 19.76 7 4.78 2 286.80 92 311.34 | 100
Total 29.76 7 17.46 4 426.27 90 473.49 | 100
Safety and Wellbeing program

2016-17 - - 3.91 4 86.06 96 89.96 | 100
2017-18 - - 15.74 5 305.13 95 320.87 | 100
2018-19 - - 14.88 5 256.03 95 270.91 100
Total - - 34.53 5 647.22 95 681.74 | 100

Source: ANAO analysis of NIAA data. Some totals do not add up due to rounding.

53 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2017, paragraph 11.5.

54  National Indigenous Australians Agency, Grants Administration Manual, Information Guide — Department
approach organisation (Simplified), p.1 [NIAA Intranet document, accessed 22 February 2020].
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Grants assessment

3.10 As illustrated in Figure 3.1, NIAA also uses a simplified direct approach under the direct
approach. NIAA guidance indicates that the simplified direct approach can be used in two
circumstances:

° to address urgent needs, for instance to prevent an unexpected service delivery gap; and

. to assess whether to continue or cease activities already funded. These activities are
described by NIAA as ‘ceasing activities’.

3.11 Ceasing activities are activities that are due to cease within the next six months and that
NIAA assesses in order to decide whether to continue funding the activity beyond the current
agreement’s expiry date. In most cases NIAA does not require an application as the organisations
that are approached are receiving or have previously received IAS funding to deliver the same or
similar activities. NIAA uses the information and knowledge it holds about the organisations’
experience and performance to conduct the assessment. The IAS Grant Guidelines also state that
using the simplified assessment process minimises administrative workload on providers. This
approach is consistent with the CGRGs.

3.12 Table 3.2 shows that, between 1 July 2016 and 30 June 2019, ceasing activities accounted
for 84 per cent of all funding allocated under the Children and Schooling program, and 90 per cent
of all funding allocated under the Safety and Wellbeing program.

Table 3.2: Funding allocated through the ‘agency approaches organisation’ approach,
July 2016 to June 2019

Total funding

. . . ..
Direct approach Ceasing activities (all approaches)

$m % $m % $m ‘

Children and Schooling program

2016-17 412 18 12.85 57 22.60
2017-18 11.47 8 111.03 80 139.54
2018-19 13.14 4 273.67 88 311.34
Total 28.73 6 397.54 84 473.49

Safety and Wellbeing program

2016-17 2.85 3 83.21 92 89.96
2017-18 8.64 3 296.49 92 320.87
2018-19 21.77 8 234.26 86 270.91
Total 33.25 5 613.96 90 681.74

Note a: The data for funding allocated through the direct approach includes a number of grants allocated using a
simplified approach.

Source: ANAO analysis of NIAA data. Some totals do not add up due to rounding.
3.13 The ceasing activities assessment process can result in a range of outcomes:

° activity ceases: due to the activity being completed without expectation of further funding
or capacity to continue (for instance, construction of a building or attendance to a
conference); or due to changing community needs or poor performance, governance
issues or other risk factors related to the provider;
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° activity continues with the same provider: delivering the same activity without substantial
change (under the same agreement and schedule); or with some changes to the nature or
scope of the activity or key performance indicators (under the same agreement with a
new schedule); and

. activities continue with a new provider: the same activity is transitioned to a new provider
either as soon as the existing provider’s agreement is completed or over a specific period.

3.14 Between 1 July 2016 and 30 June 2019, the ceasing activities assessment process resulted
in the activities being continued for 80 per cent of Children and Schooling and 87 per cent of Safety
and Wellbeing funding (see Table 3.3). This means that the majority of program funding was
reallocated to the same providers delivering mostly the same activities.

Table 3.3: Ceasing activities funding outcomes

Activity continues same provider ‘ Activity continues new provider

% of total
funding

% of total

i funding

$m

Children and Schooling

2016-17 12.85 57 0 0
2017-18 105.25 75 5.78 4
2018-19 262.03 84 11.63 4
Total 380.13 80 17.42 4
Safety and Wellbeing

2016-17 83.21 92 0 0
2017-18 293.74 92 2.76 1
2018-19 218.68 81 15.58 6
Total 595.62 87 18.34 3

Source: ANAO analysis, based on NIAA data. Some totals do not add up due to rounding.

3.15 As mentioned at paragraph 3.3, competitive, merit-based selection processes can achieve
better outcomes and value with relevant money.>> NIAA allocates the majority of the funding for
the Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing programs using a non-competitive approach.
This is not consistent with the principles underlying the CGRGS and with NIAA's policy and guidance
(outlined at paragraph 3.7). The extensive use of a non-competitive approach, combined with the
allocation of the majority of the programs’ funding to the same providers, restricts the opportunity
for new providers to compete for funding and limits NIAA’s ability to demonstrate that value with
relevant money is achieved.

55 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2017, paragraph 11.5.
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Recommendation no.2

3.16 The National Indigenous Australians Agency ensures that its approaches to grants
assessment:

° achieves value with relevant money; and

° is consistent with its policy and guidance and with the principles underlying the
Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines.

National Indigenous Australians Agency’s response: Agree.

3.17 The National Indigenous Australians Agency (the Agency) will continue to undertake
grant assessments consistent with the Commonwealth Grant Rules and Guidelines 2017
(CGRGs), including an assessment of value for money.

3.18 The Agency currently has a comprehensive grant assessment process that complies with
the CGRGs. The Agency fully supports the CGRGs principle that competitive merit-based grants
may achieve better outcomes and value for money. However, the CGRGs also state a non-
competitive process may be appropriate to target particular individuals, organisations, regions
or industry sectors depending upon the government policy outcomes to be achieved. This can
include circumstances such as when the number of service providers is very limited and these
providers have a well-established record of delivering grant activities. Such circumstances
dominate in many parts of the country where the Agency operates.

3.19 The IAS was founded on providing a more strategic, flexible and simpler approach to
investing in Indigenous solutions than the panoply of programs that were its legacy. The
previous Australian National Audit Office (ANAO) report of the IAS highlighted broad
stakeholder support for the IAS, including the greater flexibility through which organisations
can receive funding, reduced red tape for service providers and ability to develop on the ground
responses to issues occurring in community.

3.20 Since the formation of the Agency on 1 July 2019, significant work has been undertaken
to support grant administration including the development of the Indigenous Policy and
Investment Framework, which provides stronger strategic direction. As the Framework is
implemented, the Agency expects there will be an increase in the number of competitive grant
opportunities. This may see the redirection of funding from services or the need to transition
service delivery to another service provider. At the same time, the Agency needs to ensure there
is a safety net for important services in communities, particularly in remote and very remote
areas, where the number of organisations with the capability to deliver these services may be
limited.
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Are assessments compliant with the Commonwealth Grants Rules and
Guidelines and the IAS Grant Guidelines?

Assessments are compliant with the CGRGs and the IAS Grant Guidelines.

3.21 The CGRGs state that officials should assess grants in a manner that is consistent,
transparent and accountable and minimises concerns about equitable treatment.>® The CGRGs
state that processes applied to grant assessments should follow the rules presented in the
guidelines. The CGRGs also define eligibility criteria as the mandatory criteria that must be met to
qualify for a grant; and assessment criteria as the specified principles or standards against which
applications are judged.>’

Assessment requirements

3.22 Under the IAS Grant Guidelines, grant applications must meet certain eligibility criteria.
Applicants must : be incorporated; not be bankrupt or subject to insolvency proceedings; have an
Australian Business Number and be registered for GST purposes; be financially viable for the
purpose of the grant, as assessed by NIAA; and not have been named as non-compliant under the
Workplace Gender Equality Act 2012. Applicants are required to provide evidence to support their
eligibility when applying for a grant.

3.23 The ANAO found that, in a sample of 63 Children and Schooling and 46 Safety and Wellbeing
grant applications submitted between 1 July 2016 and 30 June 2019, NIAA assessed eligibility in all
Children and Schooling applications and 98 per cent of Safety and Wellbeing applications.

3.24 Once an application has been assessed as eligible, it should be assessed against the
assessment criteria. The application should then be endorsed (or otherwise) by the regional
manager and recommended (or otherwise) by the program owner. An organisational risk
assessment should be conducted concurrently with the assessment process. The ANAO analysed a
sample of 63 Children and Schooling and 46 Safety and Wellbeing grant applications submitted
between 1 July 2016 and 30 June 2019, and determined that the assessment process as described
in the IAS Grant Guidelines and in NIAA documentation was largely followed (Table 3.4).°8

56 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grant Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2014, paragraphs 8.5, 8.7 and
13.9; and Department of Finance, Publishing and reporting grants and GrantConnect, Resource Management
Guide No. 421, Attachment A — Better practice checklist, Canberra, 2018.

57 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2017, Glossary.

58 257 Children and Schooling and 237 Safety and Wellbeing grant applications were submitted between 1 July
2016 and 30 June 2019.
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Table 3.4: Compliance with requirements when undertaking assessments

Requirement met (%)

Requirement Children and Safety and
Schooling Wellbeing
The relevant number of assessors was used 100 100
A rationale was provided by each panel member 95 98
A current qrganisational risk assessment was included in the record 08 9%
when required
The regional manager’s endorsement was included in the record? 97 97
The program owner’s recommendation was included in the record? 100 100
The applicant was notified of the outcome 94 96

Note a: This test does not apply to the simplified direct approach (see Figure 3.1). As a result, n = 35 Children and
Schooling applications and n = 34 Safety and Wellbeing applications.

Source: ANAO analysis of NIAA data.

Assessment criteria

3.25 The CGRGs state that assessment criteria are ‘the specified principles or standards against
which applications will be judged. These criteria are also used to assess the merits of proposals and,
in the case of a competitive grant opportunity, to determine application rankings’. The CGRGs
further state that assessment criteria should be clear to enable to selection of applications in a
consistent, transparent and accountable manner.>?

3.26 The IAS Grant Guidelines specify that assessment criteria are used to answer two questions:
. Will a proposed activity lead to improved outcomes within the target community or group
that would not occur without the grant?

° Do the intended outcomes represent value for money, that is do the intended outcomes
justify the Government providing the requested amount of grant funding?®°

3.27 The guidelines then state that applications for grant funding may be assessed against the
following four assessment criteria®®:

. Need — the activity is needed to provide improved outcomes and there is a demand for
the activity from the target Indigenous community or group;

59 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grant Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2017, Glossary and paragraph
8.7.

60 National Indigenous Australians Agency, IAS Grant Guidelines, Canberra, 2019, Section 8 Assessment Criteria,
p. 15.

61 In other sections, the guidelines state that applications ‘will’ be assessed against the assessment criteria. The
glossary defines assessment process as ‘the process of assessing applications against the assessment criteria’;
and selection process as ‘the method used to select potential grant recipients. This process involves the
assessment of applications against both the eligibility criteria and the assessment criteria’. National
Indigenous Australians Agency, IAS Grant Guidelines, Canberra, 2019, Glossary, pp. 27 and 31. The draft 2020
guidelines, expected to be published in December 2020, include new assessment criteria: need and
community involvement; cultural competence; capability; and delivering outcomes.
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. Quality — the organisation that will deliver the proposed activity is committed to and
capable of working with the target Indigenous community or group;

. Efficiency — the proposed activity will support the intended outcomes in a way that
appropriately manages risk, is cost effective and is coordinated with relevant stakeholders
in the target community; and

. Effectiveness — the proposed activity can deliver the intended outcomes and sustain the
outcomes into the future.®?

3.28 NIAA rates applications against the four assessment criteria. Each criterion is scored on a
scale of one to seven (maximum score of 28). As shown in paragraph 3.9, the majority of funding is
allocated using non-competitive approaches. This means that the merits of applications are not
rated against each other, but against the assessment criteria.

3.29 The ANAO examined the correlation between assessment scores and funding outcomes for
the 257 Children and Schooling and 237 Safety and Wellbeing applications received between 1 July
2016 and 30 June 2019 (Figure 3.2 and Figure 3.3).%3

Figure 3.2: Children and Schooling application outcomes relative to assessment score,
1 July 2016 to 30 June 2019
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Source: ANAO analysis of NIAA data.

62 National Indigenous Australians Agency, IAS Grant Guidelines, Canberra, 2019, Section 8 Assessment Criteria,
pp. 15-16. The Guidelines further state that additional criteria specific to a particular type of grant funding or
relating to specialised capability may also apply and that, in these cases, details of the relative weighting of
criteria and the treatment of these in the assessment process will be provided in the relevant application kit.
Between 1 July 2016 and 30 June 2019, one application kit was released under the ‘agency invites
applications’ for the Children and Schooling program (See Table 3.1).

63 This includes all applications, excluding those that were assessed and did not receive a score and those that
were under assessment or withdrawn as at 16 September 2019. It does not include any ceasing grants.
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Figure 3.3: Safety and Wellbeing application outcomes relative to assessment score,
1 July 2016 to 30 June 2019
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Source: ANAO analysis of NIAA data.
3.30 Figure 3.2 and Figure 3.3 show that in a number of instances high-scoring applications are
not funded and low-scoring applications are funded:
° a score of 16 or below is rated by NIAA as ‘poor’:

- of the 151 Children and Schooling funded applications, 48 (32 per cent) received a
score of 16 or less and received funding of $16.6 million in total;

- of the 164 Safety and Wellbeing funded applications, 20 (12 per cent) received a
score of 16 or less and received funding of $13.8 million in total; and

° a score of 24 or above is rated by NIAA as ‘exceed expectations’ and ‘significantly exceed
expectations’:

- of the 106 Children and Schooling applications not funded, 26 (25 per cent)
received a score of 24 or above;

- of the 73 Safety and Wellbeing applications not funded, seven (10 per cent)
received a score of 24 or above.

3.31 A number of factors explain the differences between individual assessment scores and
funding outcomes:

° NIAA guidance, which indicates that the scoring is done by assessors only. Regional
managers and program owners are expected to provide their recommendations and
endorsement, including against the four published criteria, but are not able to change the
score determined by the assessors;

° the IAS Grant Guidelines, which note that NIAA may use a number of information sources
when assessing and verifying claims in applications, including information that it or other
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Commonwealth entities hold about the applicant; and that decisions will be subject to
funding availability®4; and

. NIAA’s advice that, while some applications may rate poorly, there are situations where
no other provider is available to deliver the same service and not funding that activity
would leave a gap in service delivery. Conversely, some highly rated applications may not
be funded if the program budget was already allocated for the period.

3.32  When seeking funding approval from the minister, NIAA submits briefs that include the
assessment score, details of whether and how the application meets the IAS assessment criteria,
strengths and weaknesses of the proposal, value for money considerations and other significant
details. However, the factors described in paragraph 3.31 are not reflected in the scores that are
included in the brief to the minister. As a result, the link between scores, whether the proposal
meets the assessment criteria and whether the proposal should be funded is not always clear (Table
3.5 provides some examples).

Table 3.5: Examples of inconsistency between assessment scores, whether the
proposals met the criteria and funding recommendations in ministerial
briefings

Value of
proposal Score Assessment outcome Recommendation | Reason, if not supported

($m)

Children and Schooling program

Partially met criteria,

0.24 10 organisation high risk

Supported -

0.24 14/15 Fully met all criteria Supported -

Concerns with the provider’s
1.90 20 Partially met criteria Not supported delivery and limited quality of
the application

9.80 24 Fully met all criteria Not supported Limited funding available

Safety and Wellbeing program

0.60 16 Fully met all criteria Supported -
1.35 18 Not documented in brief | Supported -
0.80 20 Not documented in brief | Not supported Proposal not strong enough

and not regional priority

Further development to
1.00 24 Fully met all criteria Not supported strengthen outcomes under
the 1AS required

Source: ANAO analysis, based on ministerial briefings.

3.33 Documenting how additional factors considered during the assessment process impact on
the scoring against the four criteria, when applied, would improve NIAA’s ability to demonstrate to
the decision-maker that its recommendations are consistent, transparent and demonstrate value
for money.

64 National Indigenous Australians Agency, IAS Grant Guidelines, Canberra, 2019, Section 8 Assessment Criteria,
pp. 16-17.
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3.34 Auditor-General Report No.35 2016-17 Indigenous Advancement Strategy also found that
some grants that were awarded a high score against the selection criteria and need were not
recommended for funding and some low-scoring applicants were recommended. The report
recommended that PM&C publishes adequate documentation that clearly outlines the assessment
process and PM&C’s priorities and decision-making criteria; and consistently implements the
process. In its response, PM&C stated that the 2016 revised IAS Grant Guidelines ‘clearly describe[d]
the application assessment process and the criteria that an application [is] assessed against’. 6>

Do grant assessments consider regional strategies and potential gaps
and duplications?

NIAA considers regional strategies and potential gaps and duplications when assessing grants.

3.35 To ensure that grant assessments consider regional strategies and potential gaps and
duplications, NIAA uses its Regional Network officers, primarily supported by two mechanisms:
regional blueprints and the Investment Analysis Tool.

Alignment with Government and regional strategies

3.36  NIAA describes regional blueprints as high-level internal planning documents providing a
snapshot of key opportunities in a region to maximise economic and social benefits for Indigenous
Australians, the priority areas for action and what will be accomplished.

3.37 Aregional blueprint has been developed by each of the 12 Regional Network regions. Of the
12 blueprints the ANAO examined in February 2020, four were in draft form since December 2018
and three had not been updated since January 2018. In July 2020 NIAA advised that updates
currently occur as needed. NIAA also advised that it is revising its approach to updating blueprints.
In future, blueprints would be reviewed annually and would evolve in line with NIAA’s broader
Policy and Investment Framework. Ensuring that the regional blueprints are finalised and remain
up-to-date would more effectively support the alignment of policy and activities to regional
priorities.

3.38 Since 2017 an Investment Analysis Tool has been available to guide decision-making about
funding for ceasing grant assessments. The tool is mandatory and directs Regional Network
assessors to analyse funded activities across five domains:

. Strategic alignment: assesses whether the currently funded activity aligns with regional or
IAS programme priorities, or whether it should be supported by other Commonwealth or
state and territory government agencies.

. Activity design: considers the logic of funded activities, both internally and within context.

. Outcomes focused management: looks at how well the organisation is set up to administer
the funds provided to implement the activity effectively, with a view to outcomes and
long-term impact.

65 Auditor-General Report No.35 2016—17 Indigenous Advancement Strategy, paragraphs 4.20 to 4.27 and
Recommendation 2.
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. Cultural strength: looks at the degree to which funded activities demonstrate a strong
capacity to working with local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to create
sustainable change at the grassroots level.

. Evaluation: considers the quality of the evaluation processes the organisation has planned
orin train.®®

3.39 Box 1 describes the domain related to strategic alignment of the activity with regional and
IAS program priorities.

Box 1: Investment Analysis Tool — strategic alighment section

The Investment Analysis Tool is a partially automated spreadsheet that asks a series of
questions:

° Does the activity align with IAS programme priorities?

° Does the activity align with identified regional priorities?

. Is NIAA the most appropriate Commonwealth department or agency to fund the
activity?

. Is the Commonwealth the right tier of government to fund this activity?

Guidance on the tool’s purpose and use is provided within the spreadsheet and further
guidance can be accessed through links to other documents.

Staff must address the questions by choosing one of four options that demonstrate degree to
which the activity addresses the questions, and can provide a rationale to support their choice.
Answers to the options are rolled up to obtain an overall rating (weak to strong).

3.40 The ANAO reviewed 20 Children and Schooling and 20 Safety and Wellbeing assessments in
which the tool was used. In 18 and 19 assessments respectively, NIAA had addressed regional
priorities with reference to regional blueprints.

3.41 The ANAO’s review of the tool indicates that it provides a practical framework to analyse, in
a consistent and systematic manner, the potential of an activity to achieve the program objectives
and gain assurance that funding decisions are aligned to government, regional and program
priorities. The tool is used for ceasing grant assessments. There would be benefit in NIAA extending
the use of the tool to all grant assessments.

Gaps and duplications

3.42 The CGRGs recognise that grants can be funded by Commonwealth, state or territory, and
local government bodies, private trusts and foundations or national or state coordinating
organisations. To help reduce fragmentation and unnecessary overlaps, the CGRGs encourage
officials to work collaboratively with government and non-government stakeholders as well as
consider what impact a particular grant opportunity may have on other government or non-
government funded activities.

3.43 NIAA applies a range of approaches aimed at ensuring that gaps and duplications in service
delivery are identified. This includes the Investment Analysis Tool discussed above and the

66 National Indigenous Australians Agency, Investment Analysis Tool, User Guidance, Version 3.5, unpublished.
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requirement for grant applicants to demonstrate that there is a need for the service they propose
to deliver. This requirement is one of the assessment criteria in the IAS guidelines, and is separately
examined in the assessment process. The assessment criterion is:

The activity is needed to provide improved outcomes and there is a demand for the activity from
the target Indigenous community or group.

a) There is evidence the proposed activity is needed and will support improved outcomes in the
target Indigenous community or group.

b) The target community or group supports the proposed activity and has been involved in its
design.®’

3.44 At an organisational level, one of the Regional Network’s primary purposes is to support
active engagement with communities and for intelligence gathered by the Network to be fed to
centralised policy areas. As part of the assessment process, regional managers are expected to
endorse proposed grant applications based on a consideration of community and regional needs
and priorities, alignment of the applications to the regional strategy and duplication of services.
Auditor-General Report No.7 2018-19 Management of the Regional Network identified that each
region was engaged with a large range of stakeholders, including Australian and state government
departments, land councils, peak bodies, community groups and service providers. In addition the
Network has a permanent in-community presence in seven regions. The level of engagement of
Regional Network staff with local communities provides some assurance that needs for services are
identified, and gaps and duplications are avoided.

Did advice to the minister comply with the requirements of the
Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines?

Advice provided to the minister complied with the requirements of the CGRGs. Since 2018-19
NIAA has improved its timeliness in assessing applications and providing advice to the minister.

3.45 The CGRGs state that officials must provide written advice on the merits of the proposed
grant or group of grants to the minister, where ministers exercise the role of an approver, and that
this advice must be received before the minister approves the grant. The CGRGs also outline what
must be included in the advice. %8

3.46 In the sample of 62 Children and Schooling and 42 Safety and Wellbeing applications, the
ANAO found that in all cases PM&C had provided written advice to the minister before grants were
approved. The ANAO assessed whether the advice covered the terms, value, timeframe and risk of
the proposed grant; and whether a rationale was provided in support of all funding
recommendations. In all cases the advice provided to the minister appropriately documented the
basis for the recommendation and was sufficient to enable the minister to make a decision.
However, as noted in paragraph 3.32, there is a lack of consistency between: scores; whether the
proposal meets the assessment criteria; and whether the proposal should be funded.

3.47 The ANAOQO’s analysis, shown in Table 3.6, that there is alignment between the
recommendation and the minister’s decision.

67 National Indigenous Australians Agency, IAS Grant Guidelines, Canberra, 2019, p. 15.
68 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2017, section 4.
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Table 3.6: Alignment of recommendation and decision

Children and Schooling Safety and Wellbeing

Recommendation and ministerial decision (% met) (% met)

The minister's decision to fund or not fund 9% 05
aligned with the recommendation received?

The amount the minister approved for each % 91
grant matched the recommendation received®

Note a: n =62 Children and Schooling applications and n = 42 Safety and Wellbeing applications.

Note b: The relevant applications for this test were funded applications (34 Children and Schooling applications and
22 Safety and Wellbeing applications).

Source: ANAO analysis of NIAA data.

3.48 Under the CGRGs, the minister must report annually to the Minister for Finance instances
where they have decided to approve a particular grant that the relevant officials had recommended
be rejected.®® Where the minister approved funding for an amount that differed to the amount
recommended, the minister noted approval for a higher or lower amount on the ministerial brief.”°
One Children and Schooling grant and one Safety and Wellbeing grant was approved that the
department did not recommend for funding. The minister reported these instances to the Minister
for Finance as required. Outside the sample, the ANAO identified one grant approved contrary to
the department’s recommendation, and that had not been reported to the Minister for Finance.
NIAA advised the ANAO that this was due to an administrative error. This error, subject to advice
from the Department of Finance, was noted in the 2019 annual report to the Minister for Finance.

Timeliness

3.49 The CGRGs indicate that timely appraisal of grants avoids possible inequities and waste that
may arise through unnecessary delays.”* The ANAO reviewed the timeliness of the grants
assessment process, including the provision of advice to the minister.

3.50 Prior to February 2019 NIAA aimed to advise applicants of the outcome of their application
within three months of its receipt. In February 2019 NIAA set the following service standards for
processing applications:

° 90 per cent of applications assessed and advice provided to minister within 45 days; and

° 100 per cent of applications assessed, advice provided to minister and applicants notified
within 90 days.

69 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2017, paragraph 4.12.

70 Between 1 July 2016 and 30 June 2019, the Mmnister approved funding for an amount that differed to the
amount recommended in six instances (four for Children and Schooling and two for Safety and Wellbeing).
The minister provided a reason for his decisions in all instances. The reasons were: project encourages
Aboriginal young people to increase their school attendance and engagement; minister is meeting with
stakeholders including the State government; project should be funded by a different Australian government
agency; approval to funding the project of 18 months (rather than one year as recommended by PM&C);
project supporting young people at risk of contact with the justice system; and amounts approved should be
aligned to previous year funding amounts.

71 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2017, paragraph 8.7.
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3.51 Table 3.7 shows that a considerable percentage of applications (37 per cent of Children and
Schooling and 25 per cent Safety and Wellbeing applications) took over 180 days from the date they
were submitted to the date the applicant was notified of the outcome.

Table 3.7: Application processing times, July 2016 to June 2019

Safety and
Wellbeing (%)

Applications processing time CllEE Al
PP P g Schooling (%)

Within 45 days (service standard)

52

51

Over 180 days

Within 90 days (service standard)

17

44

16

59

Over 180 days

37

25

Note a: NIAA was not able to provide data for five Children and Schooling and three Safety and Wellbeing applications,
which were removed from the sample. As a result, n = 58 Children and Schooling applications and n = 37
Safety and Wellbeing applications.

Note b: NIAA was not able to provide data for four Children and Schooling and six Safety and Wellbeing applications,
which were removed from the sample. As a result, n = 63 Children and Schooling applications and n = 59
Safety and Wellbeing applications.

Source:
3.52

ANAO analysis of NIAA data.
NIAA has improved its timeliness since 2016—17 (Table 3.8), with 81 per cent of Children and

Schooling and 100 per cent of Safety and Wellbeing applications assessed within 90 days in 2019—-

20.

Table 3.8:
May 2020

2016-17

2017-18

Applications processed within 90 days by financial year, July 2016 to

2018-19

2019-20

Applications processed within 90 days (No.)

44

122

100

27

Applications processed within 90 days (%)

Applications processed within 90 days (No.)

43

39

42

121

83

76

81

31

Applications processed within 90 days (%)

38

44

72

100

Note:

Data to 25 May 2020. During the period, 293 applications were submitted under the Children and Schooling

program and 267 applications were submitted under the Safety and Wellbeing program. Applications submitted
during the caretaker period associated with the Federal Election of 18 May 2019 were excluded from the
analysis (9 Children and Schooling and 17 Safety and Wellbeing applications).

Source: ANAO analysis of NIAA data.
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4. Grants management

Areas examined

This chapter examines whether the management of Children and Schooling and Safety and
Wellbeing grants is consistent with the Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines (CGRGs) and
the Indigenous Advancement Strategy (IAS) Guidelines.

Conclusion

The management of Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing grants is now largely
consistent with the CGRGs and the IAS Grant Guidelines. Changes introduced since 2019,
including a new grant risk management framework, have the potential to improve the
effectiveness of the National Indigenous Australians Agency’s (NIAA’s) management of grants.
The redesigned key performance indicators (KPIs) have also improved NIAA’s ability to measure
progress against outcomes for both programs, but NIAA does not sufficiently validate self-
reported provider data. Prior to this, grant agreements were not always appropriate and risk-
based. Record-keeping practices in some areas remain poor.

Area for improvement
The ANAO made one recommendation aimed at improving NIAA's validation of the data reported
by providers.

The ANAO suggested that as part of the reconsideration of the Grant Assurance Office’s role,
adequate mechanisms are developed to support the effectiveness of the quality assurance
framework, including ensuring that opportunities for improvement are acted upon.

41 In relation to the management of grant activities, the CGRGs establish the importance of a
well-drafted and fit-for-purpose grant agreement. This helps establish a shared understanding of
objectives and expectations against which to monitor performance. Once an agreement has been
established, ongoing monitoring and management arrangements throughout the grants lifecycle
should assure entities that grant opportunities are proceeding as planned and that relevant money
is being appropriately managed.’? To promote proper use of and management of public resources,
entities should also have in place mechanisms to address situations where the purpose of the grant
is not being achieved.

4.2 In October 2019 NIAA finalised the IAS Grant Performance Framework.” The framework is
a principles-based document that is not specific to individual programs. The processes to monitor
grant performance outlined in the framework include grant agreements; grant deliverables and
performance measures; and agreement manager monitoring of grants.

4.3 The ANAO examined whether, for the Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing
programs:

o grant agreements are appropriate and risk-based;

. grants are monitored for progress against grant objectives; and

72 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2017, paragraph 11.2.

73 National Indigenous Australians Agency, Indigenous Advancement Strategy Grant Performance Framework,
October 2019 [unpublished].
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. mechanisms are in place to address situations where the purpose of the grant is not being
fulfilled.

Are grant agreements appropriate and risk-based?

Grant agreements executed before 2019 were not always appropriate and risk-based. The new
grant risk management framework introduced in early 2019 provides the basis for a better
balance between risk and monitoring requirements in agreements. The revised KPls have
improved NIAA’s ability to measure activities’ achievements against grant objectives.

4.4 The CGRGs state that grant agreements should be well-drafted and fit-for-purpose, as this
will contribute to good governance and accountability and that a well-designed grant agreement
will help establish the basis for effective working relationships based on collaboration and respect
between the grantee and the entity. Agreements should apply the principle of proportionality,
whereby an appropriate balance is struck between complexity, risks, outcomes and transparency.
Agreements should also clearly document the expectations of all parties in relation to the grant.

Appropriate

45 The CGRGs are supported by a number of initiatives, including whole-of-government tools
and templates to standardise grants administration processes.’# In December 2018 the Department
of Finance released a suite of whole-of-government grant agreement templates for use by entities
when they enter into grants. The templates include simple and standard grant agreements, a letter
and deed of variation, and a notice of change.

4.6 NIAA’s intranet does not reference the Department of Finance templates and user guides.
NIAA’s head agreement (July 2019), which is published on NIAA’s website, is based on a 2015
Commonwealth template, not the current whole-of-government head agreement template.

4.7 The ANAO also notes that the terminology NIAA uses in key IAS documents and information
sources is not consistent. For example, a grant agreement is referred to as a ‘project agreement’ in
the IAS guidelines and an ‘IAS funding agreement’ and ‘head agreement’ on the website.The CGRGs
state that it is important that officials develop clear, consistent and well-documented grant
opportunity guidelines and other related documentation. Using inconsistent terminology does not
accord with better practice principles outlined in the CGRGs.

4.8 The ANAO assessed a sample of 14 Children and Schooling and 14 Safety and Wellbeing
grant agreements executed between July 2016 and June 2019 against key characteristics that
demonstrate better practice outlined in the CGRGs and the Grants Administration Manual and
found:

. The project description included in 12 Children and Schooling and 11 Safety and Wellbeing
agreements was prescriptive, clearly and succinctly detailing what, how, when and where
the project should be delivered. These elements allow NIAA to assess grantee
performance and progress against agreed objectives.

74  Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2017, p. 3.

Auditor-General Report No.11 2020-21
Indigenous Advancement Strategy — Children and Schooling Program and Safety and Wellbeing Program

53



. In seven Children and Schooling and four Safety and Wellbeing agreements the level of
monitoring applied to the projects (including frequency and nature of performance and
financial reports) was not commensurate with the risk presented by the organisation and
the project.” The reporting requirements included in some agreements indicate that the
level of monitoring would be more than necessary given the grantee’s risk rating as
assessed by NIAA and the value of the grant. The converse is true for other agreements
with higher risk ratings and value. This indicates that not all agreements apply the CGRG
principle of proportionality.

° KPIs in 10 Children and Schooling and seven Safety and Wellbeing agreements were not
aligned to the project’s objective and purpose; did not always have targets or benchmarks;
did not measure outputs and deliverables; or did not measure outcomes. Four out of the
ten Children and Schooling agreements and three of the seven Safety and Wellbeing
agreements had been executed after the KPIs were redesigned and used the redesigned
KPIs (the redesigned KPIs are discussed below).

49 Auditor-General Report No.35 2016-17 Indigenous Advancement Strategy examined the
performance information included in IAS grant recipients’ funding agreements, and concluded that
the performance indicators were not sufficiently outcome-based. As a result, PM&C was not able
to link performance reporting at the project level to the achievement of outcomes. PM&C agreed
to a recommendation to identify the outcomes and results to be achieved through the IAS and
analyse performance information to measure progress against these outcomes.”®

4.10 In 2017-18 PM&C redesigned the IAS grant performance indicators, aiming to develop a
suite of revised KPls, including measures that would be clearly linked to grant recipients’ activity
deliverables, and identify data sources and data collection methodologies.”” As a result of this work,
from early 2018:

° a revised set of 72 performance measures became available for Children and Schooling
activities, which included 40 output quantity measures, 18 output quality measures and
14 outcome measures. These performance measures were grouped into 14 categories and
6 sub-programs.

° a revised set of 151 performance measures became available for Safety and Wellbeing
activities, which included 78 output quantity measures, 40 output quality measures and
33 outcome measures. These performance measures were grouped into 24 categories and
8 sub-programs.

411 Agreement managers are expected to apply the relevant measures from each category to
all new grant agreements. In addition, each activity agreement must include five mandatory
performance measures, which relate to core service provision and the employment of Indigenous

75 NIAA did not assess activity risk prior to the introduction of the Grant Risk Management Guidelines in January
2019. Five of seven the Children and Schooling and two of the four Safety and Wellbeing agreements were
executed prior to January 2019.

76  Auditor-General Report No.35 of 2016-17, Indigenous Advancement Strategy, paragraph 5.12 and 5.13 and
recommendation no.4.

77 The re-design methodology was based on guidance published by the ANAO — Auditor-General Report No.5
2011-12 Development of Key Performance Indicators to Support the Outcomes and Programs Framework. The
approach aligns with the guidance provided by the Department of Finance in Resource Management Guide
No. 131: Developing Good Performance Information, Part 1, paragraph 1.
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Australians. NIAA advised that the new KPIs are also to be incorporated whenever a funding
agreement is reviewed and renegotiated. A suite of templates and manuals were developed and
distributed to staff and providers to guide the selection of performance measures for each activity,
collection of data and assessment of performance against the measures. The ANAO analysed the
redesign and the revised KPIs and found that:

° PM&C sourced external advice when redesigning the KPls;

° the new performance measures are defined and measurable, as they identify a method
and source of data collection, a benchmark or target (when relevant) and the reporting
period; and

° the measures are specific and focused, which means that the results are clearly

attributable to the activities.

412 The KPIs were redesigned before the Policy and Investment Framework, including theories
of change, were developed for the Safety and Wellbeing program (the Policy and Investment
framework is discussed at paragraphs 2.15 to 2.18). NIAA has acknowledged that once the Policy
and Investment Framework is finalised, the KPIs would likely need to be reviewed.

Risk-based

413  Prior to 2019 PM&C's risk management framework was focused on the development of a
provider risk profile that considered the provider’'s governance, financial management systems,
service delivery and intelligence collected by PM&C.”8 The risks associated with activities were not
assessed. For high and very high risk providers, a risk plan had to be developed explaining the
controls to be applied. Potential mitigation strategies included more frequent communication with
and reporting by the provider. Risk plans were optional for low/minor and moderate risk providers.

414  From January 2019 a new risk management framework — the Grant Risk Management
Guidelines — is being implemented as new agreements are executed or existing agreements are
varied. Under the framework, an activity risk assessment is conducted that takes into account: the
organisation’s risk rating; the annualised value of the grant (grants with an annual value greater
than $1 million are defined as presenting a major or severe risk); and the nature of the activity or
potential impact on beneficiaries. Based on the assessed activity risk, a set of standard controls are
included in the funding agreement for each activity.

415 For low risk grants, the agreement is in the form of a letter of offer and requires minimal
performance and financial controls (for example, a financial declaration and acquittal). For medium,
high and extreme risk levels, a standard grant agreement is established, with graduating types,
numbers and levels of controls. The controls include: performance reports and reviews; site visits;
financial reports and acquittals; and payments linked to the achievement of milestones.

4.16 The 2019 risk management framework establishes a proportional approach that balances
the need for accountability and transparency with the risk profile of the provider and the activity.
In addition, including controls in agreements provides a sound basis for staff to monitor and manage
grantee performance.

78 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Programme Risk Management Framework for the Indigenous
Advancement Strategy, effective July 2017, p. 23.
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417 To assess whether the changes to the risk management framework had resulted in
improved agreements, the ANAO examined a sample of 10 Children and Schooling and 10 Safety
and Wellbeing agreements executed between January 2019 and February 2020. The ANAO found
that the framework had been applied appropriately, resulting in a better balance between risk and
monitoring requirements and improved NIAA’s ability to measure the activities’ achievements
against the grant objectives.

Are grants monitored for progress against grant objectives?

NIAA has mechanisms for monitoring the progress of grant activities, including provider
performance reports and site visits. The effectiveness of these mechanisms is limited by poor
record-keeping practices and insufficient validation of self-reported provider data. In early
2019 NIAA established a grant assurance function. The role of the function is being
reconsidered to strengthen its ability to improve the quality and consistency of key grant
processes.

4,18 To ensure that the objectives of the grant activity are met, grant agreements should also be
supported by ongoing communication, active grants management and risk-based performance
requirements.”? Two of the mechanisms NIAA uses to monitor a grant’s progress against its
objectives are: provider performance reports; and site visits. &

Provider performance reports

4.19 Providers are required to submit a report, usually every six months, describing their progress
against the agreement’s objectives and performance against the KPIs.®! In the ANAO sample of 67
Children and Schooling and 65 Safety and Wellbeing grants, 30 Children and Schooling and 33 Safety
and Wellbeing agreements had reports due between July 2016 and June 2019. The analysis found
that for 29 out of 30 Children and Schooling grants, and 30 out of 33 Safety and Wellbeing grants,
the required performance reports had been submitted. There was no evidence recorded in the
Grant Processing System (GPS) that NIAA had taken action to address the four instances where
reports were not submitted. ANAO also found that there was a record of NIAA’s assessment of
submitted performance reports for 27 (93 per cent) Children and Schooling agreements and 30 (100
per cent) Safety and Wellbeing agreements.

420 A 2018 PM&C report examining how performance reports are assessed by agreement
managers identified that over 90 per cent of the provider reports submitted between July and
December 2017 were assessed as ‘satisfactory’ or better by agreement managers. The report
suggested that ‘a possible cause of this tendency might be a perception [that] the allocation of any
rating of ‘satisfactory’ or better is necessary in order to release a payment’. Therefore, a positive
rating may not be an accurate reflection of performance.

421 In mid-2017 PM&C introduced a new template for assessing performance reports.
Agreement managers must record the completed template in GPS. The 2019 version of the

79 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines, Canberra, 2017, paragraph 12.12.

80 NIAA also uses financial acquittals to monitor payments and gain assurance that relevant money allocated to
grantees has been spent for its intended purpose.

81 The reporting timeframe can change depending on the duration of the agreement and the risk level of the
provider or the activity.
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template requires that each KPI be assessed and rated separately, and explanatory notes included
for any KPIs assessed as not ‘satisfactory’. A rating for the overall performance of the project must
also be recorded, supported by explanatory notes. The ANAO examined the performance report
assessments for 10 Children and Schooling and 10 Safety and Wellbeing agreements that covered
the reporting period between 1 July 2017 and 30 June 2019. Most assessments followed NIAA
guidance, with each KPI consistently assessed and rated separately and explanatory notes providing
details of the organisation’s achievement of progress against program objectives. 2

4.22

The ANAO also noted some weaknesses that limit the effectiveness of the KPIs in measuring

grant progress against their objectives:

Developing appropriate KPIs that measure the impact or effectiveness of a program in
achieving outcomes is challenging. PM&C developed a set of identical KPIs across
programs and sub-programs, which has enabled the aggregation of KPI data at program
level and reporting against PBS program performance measures. However, the KPls are
not always relevant to the specific objectives of individual activities and, as a result, are
not always effective in measuring outcomes at activity level. A number of providers
consulted by the ANAO indicated that the KPIs do not align with the services delivered or
capture the extent of their achievement.®3 Providers provided similar feedback to NIAA in
Grant Activity Reviews (GARs) (GARs are examined at paragraphs 5.33 to 5.38).84

The data reported in providers’ performance reports is collected, for at least 90 per cent
of Children and Schooling and 80 per cent of Safety and Wellbeing performance measures,
by the providers (that is, the data is self-reported). The Grants Administration Manual
advises agreement managers to apply their knowledge of the organisation and the
community in which the activity is based to determine whether they agree with the
information provided in the reports. This provides some assurance about the reliability of
the data. However, NIAA does not validate the integrity of providers’ records, for example
by requiring agreement managers to inspect a sample of provider records during site
visits.®

82
83

84

85

For two Children and Schooling activities, the performance reports were not supported by sufficient detail.

Of the 132 providers the ANAO consulted, 38 provided feedback in relation to KPIs. Of these, 33 (88 per cent)
indicated that the KPIs did not align with the services delivered, were not meaningful to the activities they
delivered or did not capture the extent of their achievement.

The ANAO analysed a sample of 33 GARs conducted between August 2018 and December 2019 for Children
and Schooling that used the re-designed KPIs. Eighteen GARs included comments on KPIs, and five of these
comments indicated that KPIs were too output-focused; five indicated that KPIs were difficult for grant
recipients to understand; and nine indicated that KPIs were not specific enough to the activity (comments
could relate to more than one area).

The ANAO also analysed a sample of 21 GARs conducted between December 2018 and December 2019 for
Safety and Wellbeing that used the re-designed KPIs. Fourteen GARs included comments on KPls, and eight of
these comments indicated that KPIs were too output-focused; two indicated that KPIs were difficult for grant
recipients to understand; and seven indicated that KPIs were not specific enough to the activity (comments
could relate to more than one area).

One of the reasons for not validating provider data reported by Regional Network officers was that it could be
seen as too intrusive in a relationship expected to be based on trust. However, the CGRGs note ‘officials
should consider common traps .... [including] framing performance indicators that are reliant upon data
provided by the grantee, without validating the grantee’s capacity to produce accurate, reliable and complete
data’. Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines 2017, paragraph 10.5.
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. Seven of the 14 Children and Schooling outcome KPIs and 24 of the 33 Safety and
Wellbeing outcome KPIs rely on surveys or client feedback forms. Surveys or feedback
forms are not always an appropriate data collection tool when administered by the
provider and when targeting populations with low levels of literacy or who may be
tempted to provide what they perceive to be the response desired by the provider.

Recommendation no.3

4.23  The National Indigenous Australians Agency implements mechanisms to validate the data
reported by providers, including self-reported data.

National Indigenous Australians Agency’s response: Agree.

4.24  The National Indigenous Australians Agency (the Agency) will continue to validate the
information provided by grantees through a broad range of mechanisms, including site visits,
community and stakeholder engagement, compliance activity and Grant Activity Reviews—a
smaller scale place based evaluation program. The Agency is also reviewing the site visit template
used by agreement managers and will strengthen the verification of information provided by
grantees to provide an increased level of assurance about the reliability of performance
information. Guidance around record keeping is also being strengthened to ensure appropriate
records are maintained to better demonstrate the validation of provider performance data.

4.25 Performance data is collected from grantees receiving funding under the Children and
Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing programs every six or 12 months depending upon the nature
of the grant. This includes raw data counts or data items and grantee progress against the agreed
key performance indicators. Following its receipt, the responsible agreement manager reviews
the information reported and makes an independent assessment of the grant activity. In
completing this assessment, the agreement manager can draw on a range of information sources,
but in particular, information gained from engagement with the community and service provider
through a site visit.

4.26 Site visits are a standard control used by the Agency in managing grants. The frequency of
site visits is largely linked to the risk rating of the activity with lower risk activities having a site
visit as required and higher risk activities having a as a minimum bi-annual site visits. Site visits
have historically been on site but in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Agency has
transitioned to 'virtual' site visits to minimise potential health impacts on Indigenous
communities.

Site visits

4.27 The risk management framework (discussed in paragraph 4.14) requires that a schedule of
site visits is included in funding agreements. Activities rated as medium risk must receive an annual
site visit and activities with a risk rating of high or extreme must receive two annual visits. All
activities, regardless of risk level, are also expected to receive site visits in response to issues as they
arise, in addition to other forms of engagement by NIAA, for example, by telephone or email.® To

86 NIAA guidance specifies that in some circumstances (for example, when a visit is not appropriate for cultural
reasons or when the service delivery location is not accessible) site visits may not be possible and other
options should be considered, such as a visit to the head office instead of the delivery site.
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support the implementation of mandatory site visits, in September 2019 NIAA released guidance
and templates to prepare for and record visits. Prior to September 2019 there was no consistency
between the regional approaches used to document site visits.

4.28 NIAA policy requires that site visits be documented in GPS. The ANAO found that site visits,
when they occurred, were not always documented in GPS records. Consequently, site visit records
were not easily traceable or uniformly retrievable from GPS. The ANAO reviewed a sample of 10
site visit reports for each program recorded in GPS from 2019 to 2020 and found that the reports
were completed with a sufficient level of detail to monitor the delivery of the activity and its impact.
This indicates that site visit reports, when they are documented in GPS as required by NIAA, have
the potential to inform program performance.

4.29 ANAO fieldwork indicates that the quality of engagement between NIAA and grantees is
variable across the Regional Network: approximately half the 132 providers consulted reported that
Regional Network staff were not sufficiently supportive, engaged or knowledgeable about their
contract.

4.30 As part of its December 2019 restructure, NIAA established Regional Grant Units. The units
are expected to undertake the administrative elements of grant management, assess and manage
risk, and ensure that contractual issues are appropriately addressed. The restructure has the
potential to improve the quality of the Regional Network’s engagement with service providers and
Indigenous communities.

Quality control

4.31 In early 2019 NIAA established a Grants Assurance Office to implement an internal quality
control and assurance framework to ensure grants are developed and managed in accordance with
policy and legal requirements. The Grants Assurance Office work programs for 2019 and 2020 each
included eight quality assurance reviews (two ‘spot checks’ of a sample of financial acquittals; and
six reviews of a sample of grant activities focusing on key steps of the grant assessment and
management process).?” As at June 2020 six of the eight scheduled quality assurance reviews on
the 2019 work program were completed, one was carried over to the 2020 work program and one
had not been conducted. One review from the 2020 work program had commenced.

432 The completed reports were provided to the Program Management Board (now the
Program Performance Committee) for discussion and endorsement. The reports did not include a
management response. Following endorsement, completed reviews are shared with relevant work
areas and are available on NIAA’s intranet. NIAA advised that future reports would require a
management response, which is expected to provide greater visibility of how agreed actions are
proposed to be addressed. NIAA also advised that the role of the Grant Assurance Office was being
reconsidered, with a view to enhance timely advice on the quality and consistency of key grant
processes.

4.33 Implementing an effective quality assurance program is good administrative practice. As
part of the reconsideration of the Grant Assurance Office’s role, NIAA should ensure that adequate
mechanisms are developed to support the effectiveness of the quality assurance framework,
including ensuring that opportunities for improvement are acted upon.

87 The responsible entity has been conducting spot checks since January 2015.
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Are there mechanisms in place to address situations where the
purpose of the grant is not being fulfilled?

NIAA has mechanisms in place to address situations where the purpose of the grant is not being
fulfilled. Recent organisational and process changes have the potential to improve the
detection and treatment of provider non-compliance with funding requirements.

4.34 Inaccordance with the CGRGs, where the Australian Government’s purpose or the grantee’s
objectives described in the grant agreement are not being fulfilled, officials need to address the
situation to ensure proper use of public resources. If NIAA identifies, for example via assessment
of performance reports or site visits, situations where the purpose of the grant is not being fulfilled,
it should have mechanisms in place to address compliance and/or performance matters.

435 The IAS Grant Guidelines provide that NIAA will focus on working with organisations to
achieve the intended outcomes of the project or activity. The guidelines indicate that if a grant risks
not meeting its objectives or outcomes, NIAA may increase engagement with the grant recipient
and affected stakeholders to ‘address the factors contributing to this risk and increase the likelihood
of the activity delivering outcomes’. In circumstances of non-compliance with the grant agreement,
the guidelines state that NIAA will consider an appropriate response, but does not prescribe the
form of that response. 8

436 A Provider Compliance Framework was developed in 2015 to facilitate management of
grantee compliance with funding agreement requirements and to support transparency and
consistency in decision-making. The framework is complemented by a Provider Compliance Toolkit,
which aims to provide staff with additional guidance to operationalise the framework. The
framework outlines three levels of non-compliance:

° minor: accidental and/or self-reported minor non-compliance;
° significant: opportunistic or deliberate non-compliance; and
. major: serious and systemic non-compliance, with potential criminal intent.

4.37 The framework states that minor and significant non-compliance should be treated by the
agreement manager or regional manager. NIAA staff informed the ANAO that in situations where
concerns about providers’ compliance with the conditions of the agreements arise, they will
consider the provider’s explanation to decide on what action to take. For instance, a compliance
management approach may not be appropriate in situations where service delivery is prevented by
factors outside the provider’s control, such as the inability to fill, for a time, a position crucial to the
delivery of an activity or to deliver a service during the wet season. In other cases, agreement
managers may consider that the provider lacks sufficient experience and capability to run fully
effective activities, and that an appropriate course of action is the provision of support and time to
improve service delivery.

4.38 Major non-compliance should be escalated to the Program Compliance and Fraud branch
(formerly referred to as the Compliance Operations Section) in Canberra for an assessment and
possible compliance review. The branch also provides compliance-related advice, referred to as
‘intensive support’, to agreement managers.

88 National Indigenous Australians Agency, IAS Grant Guidelines, 2019, p. 20.
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4.39 Table 4.1 presents the number of active intensive support matters and compliance reviews
for the Children and Schooling and the Safety and Wellbeing programs undertaken by the Program
Compliance and Fraud branch between 2016-17 and 2019-20. As cases can remain active across
financial years, cases can be counted in more than one year.

Table 4.1: Non-compliance intensive support matters and reviews, 2016-17 to 2019-20

2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20

Children and Schooling program

Intensive support matters 19 25 29 25

Compliance reviews 19 20 11 7

Safety and Wellbeing program

Intensive support matters 28 20 22 25

Compliance reviews 24 21 12 12

Note: Data to 30 March 2020.
Source: ANAO analysis, based on NIAA data.

440 Between 1 July 2016 and 30 March 2020 NIAA closed 56 Children and Schooling and
55 Safety and Wellbeing intensive support matters. Nine of the finalised matters resulted in the
agreement being terminated (four for the Children and Schooling program, five for the Safety and
Wellbeing program). The distribution of finalised matters across financial years, and the time taken
to finalise those matters, is presented in Figure 4.1 and Figure 4.2.

Figure 4.1: Number and duration of intensive support matters in the Children and

Schooling Program, 2016-17 to 2019-20
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Note: Data is to 30 March 2020. An intensive support matter is excluded from the figure to improve presentation —

one Children and Schooling matter was active for 1124 days (closed in 2018-19).

17 intensive support matters pertained to a service provider that delivered grant activities from the Children
and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing Programs, and have been represented in this figure and in Figure 4.2.

Source: ANAO analysis based on NIAA data.
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Figure 4.2: Number and duration of intensive support matters in the Safety and
Wellbeing Program, 2016-17 to 2019-20
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Note: Data is to 30 March 2020. An intensive support matter is excluded from the figure to improve presentation —
one Safety and Wellbeing matter was active for 1102 days (closed in 2019-20).

17 intensive support matters pertained to a service provider that delivered grant activities from the Children
and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing Programs, and have been represented in this figure and in Figure 4.1.

Source: ANAO analysis based on NIAA data.

441 Between 1July 2016 and 30 March 2020 NIAA closed 20 Children and Schooling and 25 Safety
and Wellbeing compliance reviews. One of the finalised reviews resulted in the agreement being
terminated (for the Safety and Wellbeing program). The distribution of finalised reviews across
financial years, and the time taken to finalise those reviews, is presented in Figure 4.3 and Figure 4.4.

Figure 4.3: Number and duration of compliance reviews in the Children and Schooling
Program, 2016-17 to 2019-20

1600
@ 1400
2
2 1200
3
2 1000
£e
w = 800
Ze
5 600
o
&
2 400
€
3 200 I
. [ [
1July 2016 30 March 2020

B2016-17 (2 reviews) W2017-18 (10 reviews) B2018-19 (7 reviews) = 2019-20 (1 review)
Source: ANAO analysis based on NIAA data.
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Figure 4.4: Number and duration of compliance reviews in the Safety and Wellbeing
Program, 2016-17 to 2019-20
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Source: ANAO analysis based on NIAA data.

4.42 Changes within NIAA have the potential to impact on the detection and management of
non-compliance. These include:

° implementation of a new organisational structure from December 2019 — one of the
objectives of the restructure is to focus the work of agreement managers on engagement
with providers and other stakeholders, which should help identify and manage under- and
non-performance (including through increased support to providers);

° roll out of new KPls — agreements executed since early 2018 include the new KPlIs, targets
and benchmarks, which should help agreement managers to assess grant performance;
and

° progressive implementation of theories of change — should assist agreement managers

identify program expectations and grant objectives and purposes by providing a more
robust policy framework.

Auditor-General Report No.11 2020-21
Indigenous Advancement Strategy — Children and Schooling Program and Safety and Wellbeing Program

63



5. Performance assessment and management

Areas examined

This chapter examines whether the performance framework supports the effective
administration of the Children and Schooling and the Safety and Wellbeing programs and enables
ongoing assessment of progress towards outcomes.

Conclusion

The performance framework partially supports program administration and ongoing assessment
of progress towards outcomes. There is alignment between the Children and Schooling program
objectives in the portfolio budget statements (PBS) and the National Indigenous Australians
Agency’s (NIAA’s) corporate plan. The Safety and Wellbeing program is described more broadly
in the PBS than in NIAA’s corporate plan. Performance information for the two programs is not
fully appropriate and comprehensive information generated from processes to collect lessons
learnt is not yet sufficiently integrated to effectively inform administration of the two programs.

Areas for improvement
The ANAO made two recommendations aimed at improving: the methodology for calculating
performance information; and the performance measures in the corporate plan.

5.1 The Public Governance Performance and Accountability Act 2013 (PGPA) provides the basis
for the Commonwealth performance framework, which allows an assessment of entities” progress
against their purpose. It is comprised of three inter-dependent elements: PBS, corporate plans and
performance statements. The PGPA Act requires that performance information should
demonstrate the extent to which a Commonwealth entity is meeting its purposes through the
activities it undertakes.®’ Alignment across the elements of the Commonwealth performance
framework is intended to improve the line of sight between the use of public resources and the
results achieved by entities. The Indigenous Advance Strategy (IAS) Grant Performance Framework
outlines the relationship between these elements.

5.2 The ANAO examined the performance framework for the Children and Schooling and the
Safety and Wellbeing programs, reporting of program performance to the executive and whether
lessons learnt inform program administration.

Has an appropriate performance framework for the programs been
implemented?

A performance framework has been implemented for the programs. There is alignment between
the Children and Schooling program objectives in the PBS and the relevant activities in NIAA’s
corporate plan. For the Safety and Wellbeing program, the scope of the program is broader in
the PBS than in NIAA’s corporate plan and NIAA’s corporate plan does not explain why there are
differences. Performance information for the two programs is not fully appropriate as it is only
partially reliable and adequate. The programs’ measures in NIAA corporate plan could be
improved by ensuring that they address outcomes and, for the Children and Schooling program,
the complete purpose of the activities.

89 Department of Finance, Resource Management Guide No. 131: Developing Good Performance Information.

Auditor-General Report No.11 2020-21
Indigenous Advancement Strategy — Children and Schooling Program and Safety and Wellbeing Program

64



Performance assessment and management

53 The Department of Finance’s guidance on corporate plans indicates that ‘it is important that
the performance measures in [the PBS and the corporate plan] are consistent and work together to
enable a coherent set of performance results to be included in the annual performance statements
(that is, enable a ‘clear read’).”*°

5.4 In February 2020°* NIAA published its first corporate plan.®? The plan outlines nine activities
against which it measures its performance. Activity 6 addresses ‘supporting early childhood
development and wellbeing, school attendance, attainment and improved post school pathways’.
Activity 2 is ‘improving mental health and wellbeing outcomes for young Indigenous people and
supporting suicide prevention in remote communities’. In addition, Activity 8 relates to all
Indigenous Advancement Strategy programs.

Alignment between portfolio budget statements and corporate plan

Children and Schooling program

55 Figure 5.1 demonstrates that there is a close alignment between the Children and Schooling
program in the PBS and NIAA’s combined Activities 6 and 8.

90 Department of Finance, Resource Management Guide 132 Corporate Plans for Commonwealth Entities,
February 2020, paragraph 71.

91 For all but a small number of entities, the PGPA Rule prescribes that entities must publish their corporate
plans on their websites by 31 August each year. However, the PGPA Rule also provides for a newly created
entity to publish a corporate plan ‘as soon as practicable’ after the plan is prepared. NIAA sought advice from
the Department of Finance which indicated in September 2019 that, given specific timeframes are not
provided in the Rule or suggested by the Department, it supported newly created agencies taking time and
effort to prepare a carefully considered corporate plan, in particular meaningful and appropriate performance
information.

92 National Indigenous Australians Agency, National Indigenous Australians Agency Corporate Plan 2019-20,
Canberra, February 2020.
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Figure 5.1:
Schooling program

2019-20 PM&C PBS
Outcome 2
‘Improve results for Indigenous Australians including in relation
to school attendance, employment and community safety,

through delivering services and programmes, and through
measures that recognise the special place that Indigenous
people hold in this Nation.”

Program 2.2 — Children and Schooling

The objectives of this program are to get children to school,
particularly in remote Indigenous communities, improving
education outcomes and supporting families to give children a
good start in life. This program includes measures to improve
access to further education.

Delivery — Program delivered through Indigenous Advancement
Strategy activities aimed at increasing Indigenous school
attendance and improved educational outcomes.

Specified IAS activity outcomes for Program 2.2:

- Improved educational environment at home,

- language and social skills, health and learning outcomes of
Indigenous children;

- Student engagement, attendance, retention and attainment;
and

- Enrolment in vocational and tertiary education amongst
Indigenous Australians.

Performance criterion: Indigenous Advancement Strategy
activities contribute towards increased Indigenous school
attendance and improved educational outcomes

Alignment between NIAA corporate plan and PBS for the Children and

NIAA Corporate Plan 2019-20
Our Purpose
‘Assist the Australian Government achieve its objectives in
improving the lives of Indigenous Australians by leading the

development of the Commonwealth’s approach, focusing on
place, working in partnership, and effectively delivering
programs through the Indigenous Advancement Strategy.’

Activity 6 — Supporting early childhood development and
wellbeing, school attendance, attainment and improve post
school pathways.

Intended results

Improve the
Commonwealth’s
approach to
achieve whole-of-

Support schools
and communities
to improve
attendance in

Improve senior
secondary
outcomes and post
school pathways

government policy  remote and very through the

and investment remote locations. Indigenous Youth
outcomes for Education
Indigenous early Package.
childhood

development and

wellbeing.

Activity 8 — Delivering the IAS in partnership with Indigenous
communities.

Intended results — Improve results for Indigenous Australians
by supporting the effective delivery elements of services and
programs under the IAS.

Note:  When NIAA was established as an executive agency, Outcome 2 and its related programs transferred from
the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C) to NIAA and are now presented as Outcome 1.
There have been no other changes to the outcome or program structure since the publication of the 2019-20
PBS.

Source: 2019-20 PM&C PBS and NIAA Corporate Plan 2019-20.
Safety and Wellbeing program

5.6 Figure 5.2 illustrates the PBS objectives for the Safety and Wellbeing program and NIAA’s
relevant activities.
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Figure 5.2:
Wellbeing program

2019-20 PM&C PBS
Outcome 2
‘Improve results for Indigenous Australians including in relation
to school attendance, employment and community safety,

through delivering services and programmes, and through
measures that recognise the special place that Indigenous
people hold in this Nation.”

Program 2.3 — Safety and Wellbeing

The objectives of this program are to ensure that the ordinary
law of the land applies to Indigenous communities and ensure
Indigenous people enjoy similar levels of physical, emotional
and social wellbeing enjoyed by other Australians.

Delivery — Program delivered through Indigenous Advancement
Strategy activities aimed at improving wellbeing and/or
reducing levels of offending, violence and substance abuse.

Specified IAS activity outcomes for Program 2.3:
- Improved community safety and security;

Performance assessment and management

Alignment between NIAA corporate plan and PBS for the Safety and

NIAA Corporate Plan 2019-20
Our Purpose
‘Assist the Australian Government achieve its objectives in
improving the lives of Indigenous Australians by leading the

development of the Commonwealth’s approach, focusing on
place, working in partnership, and effectively delivering
programs through the Indigenous Advancement Strategy.’

Activity 2 — Improving mental health and wellbeing outcomes
for young Indigenous people and supporting suicide prevention
in remote communities.

Intended results

Target |AS investment and
effort to improve Indigenous
youth mental health and
suicide prevention outcomes
in high risk communities
that are co-designed with
communities, culturally
appropriate and linked to
other relevant activities

Co-design and deliver youth
cultural activities aimed at
suicide prevention for
Indigenous young people in
high risk locations.

- Crime prevention;

- Reduced family domestic violence and harm and distress
amongst victims of violence;

- Improved victim support and increased understanding of legal
rights and available support;

- Increased support of families dealing with critical mental
health incidents;

- Reduced anti-social behaviour and improved community
engagement amongst Indigenous youth; and

- Reduced substance misuse and harm; and improved
community awareness of available on demand support.

Activity 8 — Delivering the IAS in partnership with Indigenous
communities.

Intended results — Improve results for Indigenous Australians
by supporting the effective delivery elements of services and
programs under the IAS.

Performance criterion: Indigenous Advancement Strategy
activities contribute towards reduced levels of offending,
violence and substance abuse.

Source: 2019-20 PM&C PBS and NIAA Corporate Plan 2019-20.

5.7 The scope of Activity 2 is narrower than the objective and performance criteria of the Safety
and Wellbeing program as outlined in the PBS. NIAA’s corporate plan focuses on youth mental
health and suicide prevention. It does not address key parts of the PBS objective, which includes
the physical, emotional and social wellbeing of all Indigenous communities.?3

5.8 In developing the corporate plan, NIAA sought the Department of Finance’s advice. The
Department of Finance suggested that NIAA’s corporate plan explains the approach to reporting
against the performance measures that were included in PM&C’s PBS (or not reporting if NIAA
decided to report against different measures) so it is clear what would be included in NIAA’s
2019-20 annual performance statements. NIAA corporate plan states that it will use the
performance measures to report on its performance in its 2019-20 Annual Performance Statement.

93 National Indigenous Australians Agency, National Indigenous Australians Agency Corporate Plan 2019-20,
p. 10. The only mention of community safety in the Corporate Plan is included in the Chief Executive Officer
message: “We have been set clear priorities to improve mental health and youth suicide outcomes,
community safety as well as, education and employment outcomes, particularly in remote areas” (p. 3).
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However, the corporate plan does not include an explanation of its approach to reporting against a
different objective than was outlined in the PBS, which limits the ability of the reader to have ‘clear
read’ between the PBS and the new NIAA corporate plan. NIAA should remedy this in its next
corporate plan.

Appropriateness of performance information

5.9 As shown in Figure 5.1, the Children and Schooling program as presented in the PBS has one
performance criterion against which progress is assessed: ‘Indigenous Advancement Strategy
activities contribute towards increased Indigenous school attendance and improved educational
outcomes’. The Safety and Wellbeing program also has one performance criterion: ‘Indigenous
Advancement Strategy activities contribute towards improved wellbeing and/or reduced levels of
offending, violence and substance abuse’ (Figure 5.2).

5.10 For each program, the criterion is met if ‘At least 70 per cent of funded activities within the
program achieved the primary outcome key performance indicator (KPI) specified in funding
agreements’. Table 5.1 summarises the ANAQ’s assessment of the appropriateness of performance
information for the Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing programs as reported in
PM&C’s annual performance statement. Appendix 2 provides more detail of the ANAQO’s analysis.

Table 5.1: Appropriateness of performance information for the Children and Schooling
and the Safety and Wellbeing programs

Criteria and characteristic ANAO assessment ‘

Relevant Met

Benefit Met

Focus Met
Understandable Met

Reliable Partially met
Measurable Met

Free from bias Partially met
Adequate Partially met
Collective Partially met
Balanced Not met

Note:  Auditor-General Report No.17 2018-19 Implementation of the Annual Performance Statements Requirements
2017-18, pp. 68-69.

Source: ANAO analysis.
5.11 The ANAO found that the performance information is not fully appropriate because it is:

° partially reliable because activity KPIs do not always measure outcomes, there are
shortcomings in the methodology for calculating performance information, assessment
relies on surveys and self-reported data and the quality assurance mechanisms are not
fully effective (free from bias); and

° partially adequate because: it does not assess important aspects of program operations
(collective); and it focuses on one short term quantitative measurement type and there is
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no evidence that better practice was followed when developing the case study that is
presented in the performance information (balanced).

5.12 The annual performance statement in PM&C’s 2018-19 annual report states that the target
of ‘At least 70 per cent of funded activities within the program achieved the primary outcome KPI
specified in funding agreement’ was:

. achieved for the Children and Schooling program: 71.83 per cent of funded activities
achieved their primary outcome KPI; and

. substantially achieved for the Safety and Wellbeing program: 68.14 per cent of funded
activities achieved their primary outcome KPI.

5.13 The ANAO assessed the methodology supporting these results. As at December 2018,
810 activities were funded under the Children and Schooling program and 512 activities under the
Safety and Wellbeing program. However, to calculate the proportion of activities that achieved their
primary outcome KPI, the responsible entity used only the activities that were reporting against the
revised KPIs from July to December 2018 and had valid data: 465 activities for the Children and
Schooling program (57 per cent of all funded activities); and 113 activities for the Safety and
Wellbeing program (22 per cent of all funded activities).

5.14  As previously discussed (paragraph 4.11), each activity agreement includes at least five KPIs.
To identify the primary outcome KPI, the responsible entity selected one of the KPIs belonging to
the category addressing the question ‘Is anyone better off?’. When no outcome KPI was available
(either because the agreement did not include any outcome KPIs or because the provider had not
reported against these KPls), PM&C selected the mandatory KPlI measuring employment of
Indigenous Australians.®® Table 5.2 presents the detail of PM&C’s calculation supporting the
performance results for the Children and Schooling and the Safety and Wellbeing programs
published in PM&C’s 2018-19 annual report.

94  The mandatory employment KPI is common to all grant programs under the IAS. The KPI is the percentage of
hours worked by an Indigenous person in the six-month reporting period specified under the activity.
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Table 5.2: PM&C’s calculation supporting the performance result for the Children and
Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing programs

Number of Activities that met the KPI

calculation Number Percentage

‘ activities in the

Children and Schooling program

Activities for which a Children and Schooling 362 264 7293
outcome KPI was measured

Activities for which only the employment KPI was 103 70 67.96
measured

Total reported in the annual report 465 334 71.83
Safety and Wellbeing program

Activities for which a Safety and Wellbeing 50 30 60.00
outcome KPI was measured

Activities for which only the employment KPI was 63 47 74 60
measured

Total reported in the annual report 113 77 68.14

Source: ANAO analysis.

5.15 PM&C annual report included a footnote that provided some explanation of the basis for
the calculation:

Results [are] based on IAS provider reporting for the period July to December 2018, and for
completed reviews only (meaning they have been assessed and accepted by the Department). As
the PBS criteria relates to the percentage of activities which achieved their ‘primary outcome KPI’,
PM&C selected the most ‘robust’ outcome KPI where there were multiple outcome KPIs reported
against for an activity.®®

5.16 However, the annual report does not mention the fact that the result presented is based on
only 57 per cent of all Children and Schooling funded activities; and 22 per cent of all Safety and
Wellbeing funded activities. Further, while Indigenous employment is an important input in the two
programs, it is not a primary outcome for the programs.®® Using results reported against the
employment KPI is not an appropriate approach to measuring the programs’ performance, as it
does not inform on achievement against the Children and Schooling program’s objectives (getting
children to school, improving education outcomes, improving access to further education); or the
Safety and Wellbeing program’s objectives (ensuring the ordinary law of the land applies to
indigenous communities, ensuring indigenous people enjoy similar levels of wellbeing enjoyed by
other Australians).

95 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Annual Report 2018-19, p. 70.

96 Further, Indigenous employment results are already accounted for as an achievement for the IAS elsewhere in
the 2018-19 Annual Report. The report states that from 1 July to 31 December 2018, 66.2 per cent of people
employed by IAS service providers were Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people. Prime Minister and
Cabinet, Annual Report 2018-19, p. 81.
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Recommendation no.4
5.17 The National Indigenous Australians Agency ensures that:

° its methodology for calculating Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing
programs’ performance information includes only KPIs relevant to the programs’
objectives; and

° the annual performance statement discloses all limitations associated with the reported
results.

National Indigenous Australians Agency’s response: Agree.

5.18 In response to the previous Australian National Audit Office (ANAO) performance report
of the Indigenous Advancement Strategy (IAS), the National Indigenous Australians Agency (the
Agency) (then the Indigenous Affairs Group of the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet
(PM&C)), re-designed the IAS grant performance measures and strengthened the IAS performance
measures including in the PM&C Corporate Plan and Portfolio Budget Statements.

5.19 The grant measure re-design process was undertaken with the support of external advice,
and as noted in the report the new performance measures are appropriately defined, measurable,
specific, and focused. Building on the new grant measures, the IAS performance measures were
also updated to have a greater focus on measuring grant outcomes.

5.20 To manage the impact on grantees, the revised grant performance measures were
progressively applied as additional funding has been approved for an existing activity or a new
activity has commenced. Consequently, application of the revised measures occurred over a
period of around 18 months. During the implementation period the Indigenous employment
outcomes were included in the calculation of program outcomes for reporting purposes.
Employment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples was a key Government policy and
delivers a range of benefits to the people employed, their families and broader community.

5.21 As the revised grant performance measures have now been applied to around 90 per cent
of Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing activities, the Agency adjusted its approach
to the reporting of program outcomes in 2019, to be consistent with the approach recommended
by the ANAO. However, the Agency will continue to ensure the broader lessons are applied where
applicable.

National Indigenous Australians Agency’s corporate plan

5.22  NIAA’s corporate plan includes one activity that relates to the Children and Schooling
program (Activity 6); and one activity that relates to the Safety and Wellbeing program (Activity 2).
In addition, Activity 8 relates to all IAS programs.

5.23 Table 5.3 presents the ANAO’s assessment of the performance measures for each activity,
and shows that some of the measures could be improved by addressing outcomes for both
activities. Further, for the Children and Schooling program, the ‘attainment’ element of Activity 6
was not addressed. In August 2020 NIAA advised that the performance measures were designed
for the activities of the Corporate Plan 2019-20 to address the new priorities of the Minister for
Indigenous Australians and the Government, rather than the PM&C PBS programs. NIAA also
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advised that it will review the performance measures and their alignment to the PBS as part of the
Corporate Plan 2020-21 and budget process.

Table 5.3:
plan

Intended result

Performance measures and
2019-20 targets

Performance measures for Activities 6, 2 and 8 — NIAA 2019-20 corporate

ANAO assessment

Activity 6 — Supporting early childhood development and wellbeing, school attendance, attainment and
improve post school pathways

Improve the
Commonwealth’s
approach to achieve
whole-of-government
policy and
investment outcomes
for Indigenous early
childhood
development and
wellbeing

Development of a coordinated
Commonwealth approach, with key
stakeholders, to implement the

refreshed Closing the Gap framework.

Target: Draft Commonwealth
approach developed.

The performance measure could be
improved by establishing clearly the
link between the development of a
Commonwealth approach to
implement the refreshed Closing the
Gap framework; and early childhood
development and wellbeing.

Improve senior
secondary outcomes
and post school
pathways through
the Indigenous Youth
Education Package.

Increase in residential support,
scholarship, academy and mentoring
places for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander students.

Target: 2,000 additional places.

The measure assesses a deliverable
(2,000 additional places). It could be
improved by establishing clearly how
the increased number of places in
residential support, scholarship,
academy and mentoring will result in
improved senior secondary outcomes.

Support schools and
communities to
improve attendance
in remote and very
remote locations.

Delivery of the Remote School
Attendance Strategy (RSAS).

Targets: 100 per cent of providers
deliver RSAS in line with agreed
school and community attendance
plans; and: Increase in average
annual attendance in RSAS location.

The measure is appropriate: the
RSAS aims to address a significant
aspect of the activity (school
attendance); and includes an outcome
measure (Increase in average annual
attendance).

Activity 2 — Improving

mental health and wellbeing outcomes for young Indigenous people and

supporting suicide prevention in remote communities

Target IAS
investment and effort
to improve
Indigenous youth
mental health and
suicide prevention
outcomes in high risk
communities that are
co-designed with
communities,
culturally appropriate
and linked to other
relevant activities.

Proportion of 12 high risk
communities having received Mental
Health First Aid (MHFA) training
workshops.

Target: 50 per cent of high risk
communities received training.

Number of MHFA workshops
delivered to frontline workers funded
under the IAS.

Target: 50 of the 100 MHFA
workshops delivered in 2019-20.

The two performance measures
clearly state who will benefit from the
activity, are focused and
understandable. However, they only
assess deliverables: number of
communities receiving training;
number of workshops delivered. They
do not inform on progress against
intended results: improve mental
health and wellbeing outcomes and
support suicide prevention.
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Intended result

Co-design and
deliver youth cultural
activities aimed at
suicide prevention for
Indigenous young
people in high risk
locations.

Performance measures and
2019-20 targets

Deliver youth cultural activities in 12
high risk communities co-designed

with local young indigenous people,
communities, and key stakeholders.

Target: 12 target locations identified,
with community consultation
undertaken and co-design process
initiated.

Performance assessment and management

ANAO assessment

The performance measure clearly
states who will benefit from the
activity, is focused and
understandable. However, it only
assesses deliverables: number of
locations identified for delivery of
cultural activities. It does not inform
on progress against intended results:
success of a co-design approach to
cultural activities; or success of
activities aimed at suicide prevention.

Activity 8 — Delivering

the IAS in partnership with Indigenous communities

Improve results for
Indigenous
Australians by
supporting the
effective delivery
elements of services
and programs under
the IAS.

Proportion of IAS activities that are
assessed by NIAA agreement
managers as having core service
delivery elements which meet or
exceeded requirements.

Target: 90 per cent of IAS activities
are assessed as having core service
delivery which met or exceeded
requirements.

The measure relies on assessment of
core service delivery elements. As
noted in paragraph 4.20, a PM&C
report on agreement managers’
assessment of provider performance
suggested that a possible cause of
the tendency for managers to assess
reports as satisfactory or better might
be a perception such a rating is
necessary in order to release a
payment to providers. For the
measure to be fully relevant, NIAA
should ensure performance
assessments accurately reflect
performance.

Source: National Indigenous Australians Agency, 2019-20 Corporate Plan, pp. 10-12.
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Recommendation no.5

5.24 The National Indigenous Australians Agency ensures that performance measures in its
corporate plan are appropriate, including that the measures allow an assessment of outcomes.

National Indigenous Australians Agency’s response: Agree.

5.25 The National Indigenous Australians Agency (the Agency) was established as an Executive
Agency on 1 July 2019. The 2019-20 Corporate Plan establishes our performance measurement
and has focused on a number of output measurements as an initial step. The Agency was
intentional in the use of output measures for its first Corporate Plan and our approach was clearly
communicated with the plan stating ‘We have a broad remit and a number of the intended results
outlined in this corporate plan establish outputs to build on in future years’.

5.26 The Department of Finance advised the approach for our first Corporate Plan was
acceptable and the document met minimum requirements under subsection 16E(2) of the Public
Governance, Performance and Accountability Act 2013 (PGPA) Rule.

5.27 As stated in the 2019-20 Corporate Plan, the Agency will focus on quantitative data to
demonstrate our performance. The Agency will also incorporate qualitative performance
measures to demonstrate the outcomes of intended results where appropriate.

5.28 The Agency will consider this recommendation through our planning processes associated
with the 2020-21 Corporate Plan and 2020-21 Portfolio Budget Statements (PBS) performance
criteria, noting these documents apply to all six programs of the Indigenous Advancement
Strategy (IAS) and the Agency as a whole.

Does reporting support executive consideration of the performance of
the programs?

An online reporting solution now enables NIAA to generate reports that support executive
consideration of program performance.

5.29 Effective internal reporting processes assist management to oversee grant processes and
make informed decisions about the administration of a grants program, including associated risks
and the performance of an entity’s operations.

5.30 Auditor-General Report No.35 2016-17 Indigenous Advancement Strategy identified that
analysis of IAS performance data was constrained due to the absence of a mechanism for classifying
activities by type. Data analysis could only be conducted through resource intensive manual
approaches, which limited PM&C’s ability to report against outcomes, monitor compliance and
benchmark similar projects. The ANAO made a recommendation to identify the outcomes and
results to be achieved through the IAS and analyse performance information to measure progress
against these outcomes.®’ In response to the ANAQ’s recommendation, PM&C implemented a

97 Australian National Audit Office, Auditor-General Report No.35 2016-17, Indigenous Advancement Strategy,
February 2017, paragraphs 5.16 to 5.21.
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classification system whereby each grant activity was coded against three category levels and a
reporting solution to support performance analysis and reporting on grants.%®

5.31 The reporting solution enables NIAA policy and regional staff to generate tailored reports
on grant results, including the reporting and comparison of performance results for similar grants
across service providers and locations where services are delivered. The combination of the activity
coding and the reporting solution has also enabled NIAA to generate a number of reports for its
executive. For example, the Program Management Board, now referred to as the Program
Performance Committee, has access to monthly dashboard reports on IAS grantee performance
and outcomes. The ANAO reviewed a selection of these reports, which could be effective in
supporting executive consideration of the performance of the programs as they contain detailed
and regionally specific information

Do lessons learnt inform the administration of the programs?

NIAA collects lessons learnt through a variety of processes. The considerable amount of
valuable information generated is not yet sufficiently integrated to effectively inform program
administration.

5.32 Lessons from grants administration should be used to inform improvements to programs
and processes. The IAS Performance Framework notes that feedback obtained from processes at
the activity-level (such as performance reporting and site visits), and as part of Grant Activity
Reviews (GARs) and evaluations, should inform ongoing policy, program and grant design.
Performance reports are assessed at paragraphs 4.19 to 4.22. Site visits are examined at paragraphs
4.27 to 4.30. GARs and evaluations are discussed below.

Grant Activity Reviews

5.33 PM&C developed GARs in 2017 to ‘address the need for deeper analysis and information on
how the grant agreements operate and how services are delivered’®®, and complement the
information drawn from performance measures included in the funding agreements. Their primary
purpose is now to assist NIAA improve its grant management practices and better understand place-
based outcomes and impacts achieved through the IAS.

5.34 GARs involve a desktop analysis and on-site visit to observe and gather information, and
result in a report on each grant activity reviewed. NIAA also aimed to develop Target Area Reports,
which analyse GARs from the same geographical area; and Quarterly Summary Reports, which
provide a summary of the GARs and Target Area Reports undertaken during the previous quarter.

5.35 Asat 31 December 2019, the responsible entity had completed:

. 158 GARs — 60 relating to the Children and Schooling program; and 61 relating to the
Safety and Wellbeing program:

° two Target Area Reports — for Western New South Wales and Far North Queensland; and

° no Quarterly Summary Reports.

98 The three category levels are: a functional classification relating to the purpose of the funding; a code for
group of like-services or a sector; and a unique code relating to each specific activity funded.

99 National Indigenous Australians Agency Intranet, accessed on 20 February 2020.
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5.36 The ANAO reviewed a sample of 56 GARs for the Children and Schooling program and 59
GARs for the Safety and Wellbeing program undertaken between March 2018 and December 2019
across five states and territories and found:

. the methodology applied to conduct the GARs followed a consistent structure, which
facilitates the collation and analysis of GAR results across regions or types of activity
delivered; and

° the reports deliver detailed place-based information in relation to four focus areas
(benefits delivered; business drivers; strengths and opportunities; and grant
management). They have the potential to provide valuable information to NIAA
agreement managers and policy staff, and providers.

5.37 NIAA regional staff and providers stated that they found the examination of the activities’
operation a valuable and instructive process; NIAA policy staff indicated that the detailed
information provided valuable material to inform their decisions in relation to the management of
specific programs. In August 2019 an internal review found that GARs provided a ‘crucial
opportunity to build capacity and identify capability gaps, for grant recipients as well as NIAA staff’,
with a significant amount of evidence, insights and observations being collected. 1

5.38 GARs contain comprehensive information, including on issues that impact on the
management on grants. NIAA advised in March 2020 that each GAR report is circulated to relevant
program areas and that future work is planned to provide targeted communication to relevant work
areas and stakeholders highlighting individual and aggregate GAR findings. Since February 2020 the
GARs have also been available through FUSION, with more work planned to further expand the
accessibility of GAR information through NIAA’s intranet.

Evaluations

5.39 In February 2018 PM&C released the IAS Evaluation Framework to guide the evaluation of
programs and activities. Auditor-General Report No.47 2018-19 Evaluating Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Programs examined the effectiveness of the design and implementation of the
evaluation framework for the IAS and concluded that ‘five years after the introduction of the IAS,
the department [was] in the early stages of implementing an evaluation framework that has the
potential to establish a sound foundation for ensuring that evaluation is high quality, ethical,
inclusive and focused on improving the outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples’. 101

5.40 An Annual Evaluation Work Plan, which lists the IAS programs identified as a priority for
evaluation, complements the IAS Evaluation Framework. Four evaluations for the Children and
Schooling program and eight evaluations for the Safety and Wellbeing program were listed in the
2018-19 and 2019-20 work plans (see Table 5.4).

100 NIAA, Review of the Grant Activity Reviews (GARs), August 2019, pp. 8-9.

101 Auditor-General Report No.47 of 201819, Evaluating Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Programs,
paragraph 8.
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Table 5.4: Status of Children and Schooling and Safety and Wellbeing evaluations

2019-20
é 2018-19 Work Plan Work Plan

Scheduled Scheduled Completion
commencement completion status?

Children and Schooling program
Aboriginal Families as First Educators Published
Program 2016-17 2018-19 2018-19
Girls Academies 2016-17 2018-19 2019-20

, Published
Models of Studying Away from Home 2017-18 2018-19 September 2019
Remote Sc_hools Attendance Strategy Not specified Published May _
(cross cutting) 2018
Safety and Wellbeing program
Alcohol and Other Drug Treatment 2017-18 2020—21 2020-21b
Services
Family Violence Prevention Legal ) Published
Services 2017-18 2018-19 November 2019
Link Up Services Program 2018-19 2020-21 2020-21
Natiqnal Indigenous Critical Response 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20
Service
Social and Emotional Wellbeing (SEWB) 2018-19 2019-20 Not carried over
Investment
Sugar Re_duct|on Strategy for Remote 2018-19 2018-19 Not carried overe
Community Stores
Testing Community Safety and Justice
Outcomes using Randomised Controlled 2017-18 2020-21 2020-21
Trials
T_hird Action Pl_an to Reduce_ I_:amily 201617 2018-19 2019-20
Violence — Indigenous Specific Measures

Note a: Blue shading denotes variance between the 2018-19 and 2019-20 work plans.

Note b: The 2019-20 work plan also refers to a published review of Petrol Sniffing under the Safety and Wellbeing
program.
Stage One of the Alcohol and Other Drug Treatment Services Evaluation Report, which detailed the processes
and outcomes to develop an assessment tool and evaluation framework to evaluate individual treatment
components, was published August 2018.

Note c: NIAA advised that Outback Stores Pty Ltd was undertaking an evaluation of sugar reduction in remote
communities and would provide findings to NIAA.

Source: ANAO analysis, based on the 2018—19 and 2019-20 Annual Evaluation Work Plans.

5.41 As at June 2020 there was evidence that the three completed Children and Schooling
evaluations have informed changes to the program. For example, following the Remote Schools
Attendance Strategy (RSAS) evaluation PM&C conducted a survey seeking staff and service provider
feedback on the RSAS training strategy. The survey results showed that future RSAS training should
be place-based, tailored to address the issues and sensitivities specific to each community and
delivered through local and regional workshops. Subsequently, NIAA developed a RSAS workforce
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development and training strategy. NIAA advised the ANAO that the completed Safety and
Wellbeing evaluation had informed changes to the program.

Integration of information gathering processes

5.42 The processes used by NIAA to collect information on the Children and Schooling and Safety
and Wellbeing programs and activities generate a large volume of data. NIAA has developed a
number of templates that standardise information collection (for instance for provider reports and
site visits). Staff also have the ability to use NIAA’s IT systems (in particular, GPS and FUSION) to
store, search and retrieve the information pertaining to each process.

5.43 The different information gathering processes are not yet integrated, which limits NIAA’s
ability to use the information effectively to inform the administration of the program. This issue has
been recognised by NIAA.2°2 The Policy and Investment Framework makes provision for the
development of a performance monitoring and evaluation framework, which aims to set up a
structured approach to program data management and use.

e

Grant Hehir Canberra ACT
Auditor-General 28 September 2020

102 In a paper to the Executive Board in February 2020, NIAA noted that the range of systems to collect and
access data and information, including GARS and evaluations, is ‘fragmented and siloed’ and that there are
‘gaps in our current data collection and NIAA currently has no system to collect and incorporate observations
from regional staff about what works (or doesn’t) on the ground’.
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Appendix 1

e nand R

Australian Government

National Indigenous Australians Agency

CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER
RAY GRIGGS AO, CSC

Reference: EC20-001115

Mr Grant Hehir

Auditor-General

Australian National Audit Office
GPO Box 707

CANBERRA ACT 2600

Dear ehir J(‘ @M— 3

Thank you for the proposed audit report on the Indigenous Advancement Strategy — Children
and Schooling Program and Safety and Wellbeing Program.

We welcome the Australian National Audit Office’s (ANAO) conclusion that the National
Indigenous Australian Agency’s (the Agency’s) administration of the Indigenous
Advancement Strategy (IAS) Children and Schooling and the Safety and Wellbeing programs
has been largely effective. We also appreciate the key findings that the IAS Grant Guidelines,
and our administration of the programs, comply with the Commonwealth Grant Rules and
Guidelines 2017 (CGRGs).

As two of the six programs under the IAS, the Children and Schooling program and the
Safety and Wellbeing program fund a wide range of services designed to support the
Australian Government’s commitment to achieving equality in education, health, and
wellbeing for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.

Some of the activities funded under the Children and Schooling program and the Safety and
Wellbeing program include:

¢ support for over 12,000 children to participate in early childhood activities such as
playgroups — not including preschool activities;

¢ the School Nutrition Project which provides nutritious meals to students in 76 schools
in 63 communities across the Northern Territory. In addition, the program employs
over 200 people; of which, approximately three-quarters are local Indigenous people;

¢ scholarships for 2,485 secondary students (2020 target);
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Appendix 1

s Mental Health First Aid training workshops. Since October 2016, 436 workshops have
been delivered in 182 regional and remote communities. With over 5,000 people
completing the training, including 89 local people who were supported to become
accredited instructors; and

e over $70 million in annual funding to around 80 organisations to provide Indigenous
specific alcohol and other drugs treatment and support services.

The IAS was established with the intent of providing a more strategic, flexible and simpler
approach to investing in Indigenous solutions than the panoply of programs that were its
legacy. The previous ANAO report of the IAS highlighted broad stakeholder support for the
IAS, including the greater flexibility through which organisations can receive funding,
reduced red tape for service providers and ability to develop on the ground responses to issues
occurring in community.

The Agency administers a variety of grant types to fulfil a range of government objectives,
and tailors its approach to be relevant to the grant opportunity. Having flexibility in grant
administration is critical when delivering grants for vital services often in remote or very
remote areas of Australia. Funding services in these areas often means there is limited choice
of providers to deliver culturally appropriate services for those communities.

Since the previous ANAQ audit and formation of the Agency on 1 July 2019 we have taken a
consistent and coordinated approach to strengthening grants administration and appreciate the
report highlighting some of the significant work the Agency has undertaken since the
establishment of the IAS. Some of these improvements include:

s centralising grant management functions into the Grants Management Unit to achieve
efficiencies and grants specialisation;

o changes to delegations with the Agency now having decision-making responsibility for
the majority of grants approved since 14 June 2019,

¢ significant investment in system improvements including FUSION to deliver business
process improvements and enhanced reporting capability;

o implementing the IAS Grant Risk Management Guidelines which has standardised
controls across grant agreements; and

s redesigning the performance measurement framework to improve measurement and
reporting of outputs delivered and outcomes achieved from the Government’s
investment under the IAS.

As we move to a new funding approach under the Indigenous Policy and Investment
Framework, there is an expectation there will be an increase in the number of competitive
funding rounds. Transitioning to the new model will take time and the Agency is committed
to ensuring continuity in service delivery, working with communities and service providers to
co-design opportunities, and carefully managing the impact of any changes to funding
approaches.

The Agency has agreed to the report’s five recommendations, noting that at the time of the
audit a number of actions to address these were in place, had been taken or were underway to
make improvements consistent with the recommendations. In this regard, the Agency
considers recommendations one and four are already completed. The Agency will continue to
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ensure the broader lessons are applied where applicable and we will retain our continuous
improvement approach.

A summary of the Agency’s overall response to the report is provided at Attachment A and a
detailed response to the recommendations is at Attachment B.

Yours sincerely

) Gy

RAY GRIGGS
Chief Executive Officer
| Lf September 2020

Enclosed:

Attachment A: National Indigenous Australians Agency — Response to proposed report on
Indigenous Advancement Strategy — Children and Schooling Program and Safety and
Wellbeing Program.

Attachment B: National Indigenous Australians Agency — Detailed response to proposed
recommendations on Indigenous Advancement Strategy — Children and Schooling Program
and Safety and Wellbeing Program.
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Appendix 2  Assessing performance information

1. The PGPA Act requires that performance information should demonstrate the extent to
which a Commonwealth entity is meeting its purposes through the activities it undertakes.%3
While criteria that set a minimum standard for the quality of performance information are not
defined in the PGPA Act, the Department of Finance has provided guidance to entities on the
characteristics of ‘good’ performance information — relevant, reliable and complete.%* In the
absence of formal criteria in the PGPA Act, the ANAO drew on the Department of Finance’s
guidance, and other relevant reference points, to develop audit criteria for assessing the
appropriateness of performance information. Two of the characteristics of appropriate
performance criteria are relevance and reliability. Table A.1 outlines how relevant and reliable
are described in Department of Finance guidance and how the ANAO assesses these elements.

Table A.1:  Assessing relevance and reliability

RMG 131 ANAO criteria

Relevant | Performance information Benefit: clearly indicates who will benefit and how from the
should clearly state who entity’s activities
benefits and how they Focus: should address a significant aspect/s of the
benefit from the entity’s
s purpose
activities . L o
Understandable: should provide sufficient information in a
clear and concise manner
Reliable Performance information Measurable: performance indicators should use
should use information information sources and methodologies that are fit for

sources and methodologies purpose
that are fit-for-purpose and

- Free from bias: free from bias and where possible,
verifiable

benchmarked against similar activities

Source: Department of Finance, Resource Management Guide No. 131 Developing Good Performance Information
and related Quick Reference Guide, May 2020.

2. For the review of activities that do not relate to an entire entity the ANAO examines the
adequacy of performance measures within an activity area rather than whether they are
complete. Performance indicators are considered to be adequate where they:

° collectively address the purpose of the activities identified in the PBS; and

o provide a balance between: effectiveness and efficiency indicators, quantitative and
gualitative data, and short, medium and long-term performance.

3. Table A.2 presents the ANAQO’s assessment of the appropriateness of performance
information for the Safety and Wellbeing program.

103 Department of Finance, Resource Management Guide No. 131: Developing Good Performance Information,
May 2020.

104 Department of Finance, Quick Reference Guide — RMG 131 Developing good performance information,
September 2016.
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Table A.2:  Appropriateness of performance information for the Children and Schooling
and Safety and Wellbeing programs

Criteria Characteristics ANAO assessment

Relevant Met

Benefit The performance criterion implicitly identifies that Met
Indigenous communities will be the beneficiaries of
increased school attendance and improved
educational outcomes (Children and Schooling
program); and reduced levels of offending, violence
and substance abuse (Safety and Wellbeing
program).

Focus The criterion indicates that IAS activities should Met
‘contribute towards’ improved school attendance and
educational outcomes (Children and Schooling
program); and increased levels of safety (Safety and
Wellbeing program).

While the criterion does not qualify the manner in
which the activities should contribute, a note included
in the PBS provides detailed information on the range
of children and schooling and safety and wellbeing
areas that are targeted by the program activities.

The measure associated with the criterion does not
set a target in terms of improved school attendance
and educational outcomes (Children and Schooling
program); or safety and wellbeing (Safety and
Wellbeing program) for Indigenous people.

However, given the target relates to outcome KPIs in
funding agreements, the measure has the potential to
inform whether any improvement to Indigenous
people’s educational outcomes and safety and
wellbeing is attributable to the IAS.

Understandable The performance criterion provides information in a Met
clear and concise manner.

Reliable Partially met

Measurable The measurement for the performance criterion Met
specifies a target (70 per cent) and is measurable
through the analysis of information collected from
KPIs in funding agreements and other information
sources.

Free from bias To be free from bias, the measure must be supported | Partially met
by robust outcome KPIs, effective data quality
assurance mechanisms and a rigorous and
transparent assessment method.

The criterion is not free from bias because: activity
KPIs are not always relevant and, as a result, do not
measure outcomes; the methodology for calculating
performance information is not transparent and uses
a KPlIs that is not a primary outcome for the program;
assessment relies on surveys and self-reported
provider data; and the quality assurance mechanisms
are not fully effective.
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Criteria

Characteristics

ANAO assessment

Appendix 2

Adequate

Partially met

Collective

The criterion only assesses one aspect of the work
conducted under the Children and Schooling and the
Safety and Wellbeing programs: the management of
grants. The criterion does not assess other important
aspects of program operations, including policy
advice and engagement across government and non-
government stakeholders.

Partially met

Balanced

In itself, the performance criteria does not provide a
balanced examination of the overall performance
story:

e it focuses on one short-term, quantitative
measurement type.

e For each program, one case study is also
provided to support the assessment of the
criterion, however there is no evidence that better
practice was followed to ensure that the case
study is a reliable measure of performance, and
that it had: been planned upfront; articulated an
agreed objective and defined scope/parameters;
provided a clear target, baseline or standard; and
included a clear methodology for collection,
measurement and assessment.?

Not met

Note a: Auditor-General Report No.17 2018-19 Implementation of the Annual Performance Statements Requirements
2017-18, pp. 68-69.

Source: ANAO analysis.
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