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Letter of transmittal

Dear Minister

On behalf of the National Disability Insurance Agency, I present to you the annual report for the reporting year 1 July 2020 to 30 June 2021.

The report provides a detailed description of the Agency’s operations during the year and has been prepared in accordance with the Public Governance, Performance and Accountability Act 2013 (PGPA Act) and the National Disability Insurance Scheme Act 2013 (the NDIS Act).

In accordance with section 39 of the PGPA Act, the report provides information about the Agency’s performance in achieving its purposes.

The report includes a copy of the Agency’s annual financial statements and the Auditor-General’s report as prescribed by subsection 43(4) of the PGPA Act.

The report is made in accordance with a resolution of the Board of Directors, on 29 September 2021, who are responsible for its preparation and content, and is being provided to you as the responsible minister under section 46 of the PGPA Act.

The incorporated summary of the Annual Financial Sustainability Report 2020–21 and the inclusion of the reviewing actuary’s report fulfils the Agency’s obligations under subsection 172(4) of the NDIS Act.

Yours sincerely
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Dr Helen Nugent AO
Chairman
National Disability Insurance Agency

29 September 2021

1. Introduction

The 2020–21 Annual Report for the National Disability Insurance Agency (the Agency or NDIA) is prepared in accordance with legislative requirements. It summarises the Agency’s performance from 1 July 2020 until 30 June 2021. This includes how the Agency fulfilled the principles set out in the National Disability Insurance Scheme Act 2013 (NDIS Act). 

1.1 Acknowledgement

We acknowledge and pay our respects to fellow Australians with disability; and reconfirm our commitment to the mission of the NDIS to contribute to a just and inclusive Australia where all can reach their full potential and contribution.  We support the objectives of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

The Agency also acknowledges the Traditional Owners and Custodians of the country throughout Australia, and their continuing connection to land, sea and community. We pay our respects to their Elders, past, present and emerging.

1.2 Chairman’s review

2021 was a year of significant achievement and considerable challenge for the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS), providing a strong basis for the Scheme to move forward.

Throughout this year, the National Disability Insurance Agency’s (NDIA) ongoing unrelenting focus has been on delivering the Scheme for the benefit of participants.

The overwhelming single greatest challenge throughout this year has been the need to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic and to keep participants and workers safe. Participants, providers, disability support organisations, along with Governments—including the Agency—have responded flexibly and resiliently by working together to support each other.  While many participants and care workers have undoubtedly experienced hardship and personal suffering, the extraordinary dedication, determination, resourcefulness and resilience of so many in mitigating the potential impact of the pandemic is acknowledged.  This reflects the warmth and humanity of a sector that cares deeply for others.

We are now at full Scheme. By the June year-end, 466,619 participants were receiving supports. The increase in the year of 74,620 individuals was more than double the 30,281 participants who received an approved plan during the first 3 years of trial of the Scheme. Given projections of the continued growth in participant numbers out to the end of the decade, the ongoing ability to operate at scale will be important. 

While still more needs to be done, it has taken an enormous effort to get us to where we are today since the Scheme moved from trial to transition and then to full Scheme.

Operating processes, particularly through the co-designed Participant Pathways work, have been improved to overcome major delays; call centre responsiveness has lifted dramatically; new IT systems are being planned to overcome the difficulties associated with the legacy IT system provided to the Agency at the start of Transition; staffing numbers have significantly increased, as have staff training and capability. Work is also underway to improve the payments system that will make the purchase of supports easier for participants and providers.  The Participant Service Guarantee and the Participant Service Improvement Plan are already making a real difference to our commitment to an improved participant experience. None of this would have been possible without the hard work and dedication of all NDIA staff and management, led by our CEO, Mr Martin Hoffman.  I acknowledge and thank them for all their efforts.

All that work has yielded dividends, creating a solid platform for the future.

Supports are being delivered in a more timely way. Despite the challenges posed by COVID-19, 100 per cent of access decisions were made within the required 21 days in 2021; 91 per cent of plans for children were delivered within 90 days; and 80 per cent of participants over 7 years of age received plans within 56 days. 

Participant satisfaction with the planning process remained high at 83 per cent.

The level of complaints open for more than 21 days halved over the past 12 months and are significantly lower in absolute terms than prior to 2020. 94 per cent of complaints were closed within 21 days.

Far more importantly, across every age cohort, participants report significantly improved outcomes on key dimensions: choice and control; assistance with daily living; inclusion in the community; and at least for participants under 25, increased employment, notwithstanding the impact of COVID-19. Outcomes for carers have also improved. 

The amount of support provided has come a long way from when the Scheme was established.  While recognising the underpinning insurance principles of the Scheme where supports can increase or decrease over time, payments to participants on average have increased significantly over the past 4 years.  Overall, in 2021, on average, participants received $54,300, while those in Supported Independent Living received $320,800, which respectively represent increases of 11 per cent and 12 per cent per annum over the previous 4 years. 

While participants undoubtedly are benefitting from these payments, the historic escalation of Scheme costs and those projected into the future raise questions about the Scheme’s rate of growth and ongoing financial sustainability. More specifically, projections by the Scheme Actuary—peer reviewed by the Government Actuary—show overall Scheme costs increasing to around $41 billion by 2024-25 and $59 billion by the end of the decade, from the 2021 spend of $23.2 billion. Those projected costs exceed both the 2017 Productivity Commission estimates for 2024-25, as well as the Portfolio Budget Statement’s forward estimates for the same timeframe.

While Governments ultimately will decide on the appropriate level of funding for the Scheme, the rightful expectation is that the Scheme will be sustainable into the future. That is required not just to maintain ongoing public support for the Scheme, but also to ensure that current and future Scheme participants and their families can have confidence that the Scheme will be there for generations to come.

In addition, under existing legislation, the Scheme is not operating in a way that promotes the principles of fairness, equity and consistency. Significant evidence exists that plans for participants with similar levels of functional ability and disability types are not equitable.

The Agency attempted to address these issues, along with the sustainability challenges, through independent assessments. In so doing, the Agency failed adequately to deeply engage with the sector and to develop an agreed approach. We regret the concern and uncertainty that created for participants and their families. For that, we sincerely apologise. It was not our intention, but we acknowledge that it is what happened. 

Hopefully, we can build a consensus in concert with the Independent Advisory Council, governments, participants and the sector about the challenges facing the Scheme. Fairness, equity, consistency and sustainability are some of those key challenges, but others will be agreed. 

We are encouraged by the work underway under the auspices of the Independent Advisory Council and sector leaders to build a compact to move us forward. The NDIA wholeheartedly embraces that process and looks forward to working with all stakeholders to ensure that the NDIS continues to achieve the benefits for participants originally envisaged for the Scheme.  In particular, I recognise the extraordinary efforts of the Independent Advisory Council in this and other areas.

In conclusion, I wish to thank and acknowledge the support of my fellow Directors throughout the year. My colleagues care deeply about the Scheme and getting it right for participants over both the short and longer haul.  

In particular, I thank Estelle Pearson, Sandra Birkensleigh, Jim Minto, Glenn Keys AO and Robyn Kruk AO, who chair each of our Committees.  I also recognise the dedication of Mr John Walsh AM and Mr Paul O’Sullivan, both of whom retired from the Board during the year. Mr John Langoulant AO also recently announced he will retire from the Board in October to take up an overseas post.  I also recognise Robyn Kruk AO for her extraordinary efforts as Principal Member of the Independent Advisory Council.

And for my part, I informed the Minister in October 2020 that I will not seek another term as Chairman and will retire on the last day of this year when my current term expires.  So, since this is my last Annual Report, I wish formally to extend to all participants, their families and carers, as well as those who support them as providers and advocates, my deepest appreciation of your support and hard work for people with disability. Working for participants has been my guiding light over the past five years, as well as my source of inspiration. Making a difference in participants’ lives is what drives me.  And serving them has been my privilege.  

Dr Helen Nugent AO

Chairman

1.3 Chief Executive Officer’s review

This has been an important year for the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS). It marks the first year the Scheme is fully available throughout Australia and, as at 30 June 2021, more than 465,000 participants were receiving support from the NDIS. Over half of these participants were receiving disability-related supports for the very first time.

In the past year, we welcomed 74,620 new participants to the Scheme. 10,296 children aged 0-6 years received an approved plan, and approximately 13,400 children received initial supports through the Early Childhood Early Intervention gateway over the past 12 months. Participants from diverse backgrounds are also entering the Scheme at increasing rates. As at 30 June 2021, 32,396 participants in the Scheme identified as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, compared to 25,518 in the previous year (an increase of 27 per cent), and 44,113 participants identified as Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD), compared to 36,192 in the previous year (an increase of 22 per cent). 

Despite the ongoing challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic, the NDIA has successfully continued to support participants while also making significant progress in improving participant experience and outcomes. 

In August 2020, we introduced our Participant Service Charter, which explains what participants can expect when they deal with us. It states our overall principles for our interactions with participants, and clear service standards and timeframes. We also launched the Participant Service Improvement Plan, which sets out the actions we’ll take to deliver a Scheme that meets participants’ expectations – it is the blueprint for how to improve the NDIS experience and outcomes for participants. 

We have made significant progress in meeting our commitments, most notably: 

· 100 per cent of access decisions are being made within the service guarantee timeframe of 21 days, consistent across the last year. 
· 91 per cent of first plans approved for participants aged 0-6 are within the 90 day timeframe, compared to 89 per cent a year ago.

· 80 per cent of first plans approved for participants aged 7 and above are within the 56 day timeframe, compared to 75 per cent of first plans approved within 70 days a year ago.

· 72 per cent of participant requested reviews completed within 42 days, compared to 52 per cent a year ago. 

· 94 per cent of reviews of reviewable decisions were completed within the 90 day timeframe, compared to 51 per cent a year ago.

· 94 per cent of complaints were fully addressed within 21 days, compared to 67 per cent 12 months ago.

· 83 per cent of participants rated their planning experience as either good or very good. 

The NDIA responded quickly during the COVID-19 pandemic to help keep participants safe, which has contributed to the participant infection rate being lower than the general population. In consultation with the disability sector, we put a range of measures in place to support participants during this challenging time, including: 

· introducing outreach check-in calls to vulnerable participants.

· allowing participants and providers to claim the cost of personal protective equipment in certain circumstances.

· increased flexibility in purchasing low cost assistive technology in recognition that technology has changed the way some supports are delivered during COVID-19.

· providing financial support for providers to help participants in supported independent living access the COVID-19 vaccination.

Some of the measures introduced temporarily proved so successful they are now an ongoing feature of the Scheme, including the outreach check-in calls, which now complement scheduled plan reviews. Other temporary measures have been extended to provide continued support to participants with the ongoing challenges of the pandemic. 

While this is encouraging, we know more must be done to improve the participant experience to ensure the Scheme delivers on its promise. We all have a shared goal to improve the NDIS. The Agency shares the community’s expectation that we will get this right for participants, their families and carers so that the Scheme remains sustainable and is available to all Australians over the long-term. 

The Annual Report includes a summary of the Annual Financial Sustainability Report 2020-21, which outlines the sustainability pressures facing the Scheme and has been reviewed by the Australian Government Actuary. 

We acknowledge engagement with the sector and the community is critical to the success of the Scheme. From December 2020, we consulted extensively with the community on proposed changes to processes and policies, including access, planning and budget, early childhood approach, autism early intervention, home and living, and support for decision making. Some of these planned reforms caused concern for participants and the sector. We are committed to implementing a new model of engagement through a more transparent, collaborative, and forward-looking approach to ensuring the NDIS meets its objectives in relation to participants and the longer term sustainability of the Scheme. We recognise that this would not be possible without continuing to build mutual trust with the disability sector.

I want to acknowledge Chairman Helen Nugent and the NDIA Board for its unwavering support and commitment to the Agency. I would also like to thank the Independent Advisory Council and the various NDIA reference groups for their significant and expert contribution over the past year.

Our work has been, and will continue to be, critically informed by the ongoing advice and support received from participants, families and carers, who contribute regular feedback and form part of important groups such as the Participant Reference Group. Their advice and insights provide invaluable support to our decision-making. 

I would also like to recognise the strength, resilience and commitment displayed by all the staff of the NDIA and of our Partners in the Community organisations through the many challenges of the past 12 months. Their ability and capacity to adapt and respond during the pandemic has been extraordinary. I commend their commitment to supporting participants throughout this period. I would also particularly like to thank the executive leadership team of the Agency for their exceptional efforts. 

Finally, I would like to thank the Australian disability community for their invaluable insights and feedback over the past 12 months. The NDIA Board, Agency and I are committed to working in partnership with you to improve the NDIS. It is critical we get it right so that this world-leading Scheme endures for future generations of Australians with disability.

Martin Hoffman

Chief Executive Officer

1.4 The National Disability Insurance Scheme 

The National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS or the Scheme) is a fundamental shift in the way Australians with a significant and permanent disability access supports. It ensures that all eligible Australians under the age of 65 years who have a significant and permanent disability can get the reasonable and necessary supports they need.

Established in July 2013 to replace the previous primarily state-based welfare system of disability care, the Scheme provides a single, national insurance-based approach to fund support for people with disability, their families and carers. The Scheme is designed to give individuals reasonable and necessary supports over which they have choice and control as to how they want to live their life, and over who delivers the supports to help them achieve this.

Under the Scheme, eligible people, known as participants, are given a plan of supports that is developed and tailored to their individual needs. A plan may include informal supports that a person receives through family or friends and from mainstream or other community services. If required, the Scheme will also fund reasonable and necessary supports, after taking into account these informal supports that help participants achieve their goals.

The NDIS is based on the guiding principles that people with a disability:

· have the same rights as all Australians to realise their potential for physical, social, emotional and intellectual development

· are supported to participate in and contribute to social and economic life to the full extent of their ability.

From the outset, it was envisaged that the NDIS would support participants to exercise choice and control over their life with a fair and flexible package of reasonable and necessary supports that may vary depending on life circumstances. The need for the NDIS to remain affordable was also integral to that initial vision.

The Scheme is founded on insurance principles that draw on the practice of commercial and government social insurance principles. It uses these principles to make evidence-based decisions to determine an individual’s access to the Scheme. The insurance approach is underpinned by 4 principles: 

1. Develop actuarial estimates of the reasonable and necessary support needs of the targeted population: 

the Scheme Actuary will estimate the aggregate annual funding requirements through analysis of reasonable and necessary support needs. We will continually test the aggregate funding requirement against emerging experience. 

2. Focus on lifetime value for Scheme participants: 

we will focus on lifetime value for Scheme participants by funding competitively priced, best-practice supports that deliver benefits and outcomes for participants. This includes the allocation of resources through early investment in capacity building. 

3. Invest in research and innovation: 

We will invest in research and innovation aligned to the Scheme’s goals of improving social and economic participation, and independence for participants. 

4. Support the development of community capability and social capital: 

We will invest at a systemic level, in addition to providing individual supports. This includes encouraging the use of mainstream services, building community capacity and social capital. These activities will benefit all people with disability, including people with disability who are not participants in the Scheme.

The NDIA Board will govern these insurance principles and assess, monitor, report and manage Scheme sustainability within a prudential framework and in line with Portfolio Budget Statements.

1.5 The National Disability Insurance Agency 

The NDIA is a Corporate Commonwealth Entity (CCE) under the PGPA Act, with statutory authority under the NDIS Act. The NDIS Act, in conjunction with other laws, gives effect to Australia’s obligations under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Funding and governance of the Scheme involves the Commonwealth and State and Territory governments in accordance with the NDIS Act and Inter-Governmental Agreements. 

As a Commonwealth entity, the NDIA is subject to the Commonwealth Performance Framework. The Annual Report (this document) is a key element of the framework, incorporating the Agency’s performance statements and audited financial statements, which report respectively on our non-financial and financial results. In accordance with the framework, the NDIA also publishes an annual Corporate Plan, our primary non-financial planning document.

The Agency also provides detailed quarterly reports to the Ministerial Council outlining NDIS performance in accordance with the NDIS Act.

All of our reports are available for download on the NDIS website.

The Agency is overseen by the NDIA Board, which has responsibility for ensuring the proper, efficient and effective performance of the Agency’s functions, setting the strategic direction of the Agency, ensuring the financial sustainability of the Scheme and managing risk and ensuring compliance with relevant legislative and statutory requirements. The Board is the accountable authority for the Agency under the PGPA Act. Information on Board members is provided in section 4.2 of this report.

The Agency’s governance structure also includes the Independent Advisory Council (IAC) that provides advice to the Board in accordance with the NDIS Act. Further information on the IAC is provided in section 4.3 of this report.

2. Building a better NDIS 

The NDIS is delivering significant benefits to Australians with disability. Almost 467,000 people with disability across Australia are now receiving support, more than half for the very first time. Importantly, participant outcomes, which in many cases are life-changing, are also improving. 

Notwithstanding these significant achievements, much of which have been realised over the past 5 years, improved engagement with stakeholders is critical to address the significant challenges now facing the Scheme. 

The NDIA remains committed to delivering a NDIS that provides true choice and control of reasonable and necessary supports in a way that is fair, consistent and equitable for all participants, regardless of their geography or socio-demographic circumstances.    

Tackling Scheme affordability, in partnership with the disability community, will continue to be at the forefront of our collective work. We all have a responsibility to ensure the Scheme remains sustainable and is available to all Australians over the long-term. 
2.1 Where we have come from

In its 8 years of operation, and 5 since the start of transition on 1 July 2016, the NDIS has grown rapidly to support Australians with disability across the country to access the services and supports they need to live an independent life. 

At 30 June 2016, the Scheme included just 29,719 participants and was available to only 8 per cent of the Australian population in select geographic locations. Since then, the Scheme has grown exponentially, with the number of participants increasing by more than fifteen-fold to 466,619 participants as at 30 June 2021.

Figure 2.1A: The number of active participants has increased from around 30,000 after 3 years of trial, to 466,619 5 years later
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The NDIS is making a real difference to participants and their families and carers in many aspects of their daily life. Parents of children in the Scheme are seeing their child’s independence increase, improved access to specialist services and the community, and better relationships with friends and family. Participants aged 15 to 24 are getting more support with their daily living activities, and participants aged over 25 report better health and wellbeing outcomes. 

Figure 2.1B: The NDIS has improved how children are fitting into the community (children aged 0 to before starting school)
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Figure 2.1C: The NDIS has improved children’s access to specialist services (children aged 0 to before starting school)
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Figure 2.1D: The NDIS has helped children become more independent (children aged from starting school to 14)
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Figure 2.1E: The NDIS has improved children’s relationships with family and friends (children aged from starting school to 14)
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Figure 2.1F: The NDIS has helped young adults with daily living activities (ages 15 to 24)
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Figure 2.1G: The NDIS has helped young adults be more involved (ages 15 to 24) 
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Figure 2.1H: The NDIS has improved the health and wellbeing of adults (ages 25+)
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Figure 2.1I: The NDIS has helped adults with everyday tasks (ages 25+)
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Social participation

Despite the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, participation rates in community and social activities continue to increase. 

For those who have been in the Scheme for over 4 years, social participation rates have increased by 14 per cent: from 32 per cent to 46 per cent for participants aged 15–24 years; from 36 per cent to 50 per cent for participant aged 25 years and over; and from 35 per cent to 49 per cent for participants aged 15 years and over.

Figure 2.1J: Participants are more involved in community and social activities 
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Provider growth

There is a diverse range of providers delivering disability supports across the country, including existing organisations that transitioned from state and territory disability systems and new providers entering the market for the first time. An additional 1,644 new registered providers delivered NDIS services in the past year. 

Figure 2.1K: The number of providers registered to support participants has grown more than 4 times since 2017 
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Notwithstanding these significant achievements, the Scheme is facing a number of challenges, including inconsistent access and planning decisions, inequalities in packages based on socio-economic status, and pressures on Scheme sustainability.   

From the outset, it was envisaged that the NDIS would support participants to exercise choice and control over their life with a fair, flexible and consistent package of reasonable and necessary supports after taking into account informal supports that help participants achieve their goals. The need for the Scheme to remain affordable was also integral to that initial vision.
Access and planning decisions 

Access and planning decisions are inconsistent, reflecting in part the quality of information collected from participants, and their ability to afford to gather evidence. Historically, participants entering from state and territory systems were transferred at speed without assessments, and decisions for new participants were based on evidence sourced from their own practitioners without clarity on the skills needed to make an assessment, the methodology that should be used, or the evidence that was required. This has resulted in inconsistent decisions that are not always fair and equitable. 

There is a 9 percentage point difference in the average annualised plan budgets for participants in the lowest socio-economic decile ($51,300) compared to participants in the highest socio-economic decile ($55,700). 

Figure 2.1L: Average annualised committed supports by the ABS Index of Education and Occupation deciles (1 being the lowest socio-economic decile and 10 being the highest) – non-SIL, age 0-64 – ($)
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Figure 2.1M: Average annualised plan budgets by the ABS Index of Education and Occupation deciles, non-SIL participants by age groups ($).  This trend also exists across age groups for non-SIL participants
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Change in functional impairment  

The change in the level of reported functional impairment over a period of time is unexpected relative to the benefits participants report receiving from the Scheme. For participants who were in the Scheme on 30 June 2017, there has been a reported decline in functional capacity. Thirty-eight per cent of these participants had a high level of function on 30 June 2017, compared to 21 per cent on 30 June 2021. Conversely, participants with a low level of function have reported increased functional capacity over the same period, from 23 per cent to 35 per cent. While not ascribing a causal relationship, such a change results in a higher level of supports. This appears to be inconsistent with the intent of the Scheme, where investment should lead to increased independence, and functional capacity improving.

Figure 2.1N: Change in reported functional distribution from 30 June 2017 to 30 June 2021
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Figure 2.1O: Change in reported functional distribution for participants entering before 30 June 2017 (generic assessment tools used only – WHODAS, PEDI-CAT)
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Figure 2.1P: Change in reported functional distribution for participants entering before 30 June 2017 (disability specific assessments)
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Choice and control

The NDIA acknowledges the current planning process limits participants’ ability to exercise true choice and control over how to use their support package. This has been driven by the current legislation that requires a complex, bottom-up, rules based decision-making process. Participants’ views are reflected in indicators in the NDIS outcomes framework. Participants who would like more choice and control have increased from 77 per cent to 87 per cent, a 10 per cent increase. The inconsistency between a participants’ desire for greater choice and control, and their ability to obtain it is embedded in the design of the Scheme, and should be addressed.   

Figure 2.1Q:  Choice and control indicators for participants over 15 years old and over 3 reviews
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Employment

Of concern to the NDIA is the lack of progress in increasing employment opportunities for participants. While employment rates have increased for participants aged 15 to 24, rates have decreased for participants aged 25 years and over who have been in the Scheme for 4 years. 

Figure 2.1R: Participants in the Scheme for 4+ years with a paid job
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Scheme growth 

The cost of the Scheme is growing more rapidly than anticipated, and poses a significant risk to overall Scheme sustainability. On 3 July 2021, the Agency released a comprehensive report on the financial sustainability of the Scheme, using data as at 31 December 2020 to project the cost of the Scheme. 

Further, the Agency released the full Annual Financial Sustainability Report (AFSR) in early October 2021, using data as at 30 June 2021 to project the cost of the Scheme (hereafter referred to as the June 2021 AFSR). The summary of this Report is at 3.2.  

The projection is higher than both the 2021-22 Portfolio Budget Statements (PBS) and the 2017 Productivity Commission (PC) estimates.

Table 2.1A: Comparison of June 2021 AFSR, 2021-22 PBS and the 2017 PC projection 

	Total Participant Costs ($million)
	2021-22
	2022-23
	2023-24
	2024-25
	Total

	
	
	
	
	
	

	2017 Productivity Commission Estimates (a)
	23,708
	25,238
	26,839
	28,500
	104,286

	Portfolio budget statements 2021-22 (b)
	26,487
	28,257
	29,425
	31,884
	116,053

	June 2021 AFSR (c)
	29,223
	33,886
	37,973
	41,373
	142,455

	Difference (b-a)
	2,779
	3,019
	2,586
	3,384
	11,767

	Difference (c-a)
	5,515
	8,648
	11,134
	12,873
	38,169


The Report found that both the higher than expected estimated number of future participants, and the higher than expected average payments per participant, are driving total higher costs.

Growth in participant numbers

The number of participants continuing to approach the Scheme is well above prior projections. The number of participants in the Scheme is close to 467,000, with nearly 75,000 entering in 2020-21. It is projected that this will increase to almost 538,000 participants in the next 12 months, and 870,761 in 2029-30, compared to the PC’s estimates of 582,860 in 2029-30. In 2029-30, the estimated number of participants is approximately 50per cent higher than the PC estimate.

The report showed the main reason for this growth is due to significantly higher rates of people entering the Scheme and significantly fewer people exiting the Scheme compared to original forecasts.

Table 2.1B: Projected participant numbers by age band as at 30 June

	Number of participants
	2021
	2022
	2023
	2024
	2025
	2030

	Children (0 to 14)
	192,870
	222,274
	246,098
	262,728
	275,599
	315,719

	Young adults (15 to 24)
	74,213
	86,267
	98,193
	109,819
	121,833
	191,015

	Adults (25 to 64)
	182,955
	200,433
	215,555
	225,943
	236,164
	291,608

	Older adults (65+)
	16,581
	21,483
	26,587
	31,835
	36,804
	60,987

	Total
	466,619
	530,457
	586,433
	630,327
	670,400
	859,328


Payments to participants 

The average payment per participant has continued to increase at 11.8 per cent per annum in the 3 years to 30 June 2021. Further, the average payment has increased in the 6 months to 30 June 2021 to $55,900 (or 6.8 per cent higher)
.  These rates of increase are also higher than increases in wage inflation (of between 1.5per cent and 2.5per cent), and the consumer price index (of between 1.5per cent and 3.5per cent).

Figure 2.1S: Average payments per year for SIL and non-SIL participants ($) 
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Analysing the change in average payments over time indicates the average annual increase in average payments has been consistently high across both participants in Supported Independent Living (SIL) and those not in SIL. The average annual payments has increased for SIL participants by 12 per cent, and 17.1 per cent for non-SIL participants. These averages are higher than the overall average (of 11.8 per cent), as the proportion of participants in SIL has decreased over the period.
Figure 2.1T: Average payments per year – SIL ($) 
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Figure 2.1U: Average payments per year – Non-SIL ($) 
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Analysing the change in average payments over time by age bands for participants not in SIL shows payments have increased considerably across all age groups. For participants not in SIL, average payments have increased at a faster rate for adults (those aged over 25) and reflects a material increase in the hours of attendant care support these participants are receiving over time. 


Figure 2.1V: Average payments per year - by age bands (non-SIL) ($)

[image: image24]
Total participant costs 

The increasing trend in average payments per participant over time has increased to $6.6 billion in the last quarter of 2020-21, which is a 33 per cent increase in total participant costs from the last quarter of 2019-20.

Figure 2.1W: Total payments per quarter 2016-21
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The estimate for participant costs in 2021-22 in the 2021-22 Portfolio Budget Statement (PBS) is $26.5 billion. As at 30 June 2021, there are 466,619 participants with an average actual annualised cost of $54,300. Assuming no new participants enter the Scheme and average payments per participant does not grow, the Scheme will spend $25.3 billion over 2021-22. This represents 96 per cent of the Scheme’s allocated budget from the 2021-22 PBS.
2.2 Where we are today

Our focus is to make the Scheme work better for participants. Over the past year, we have made changes to the way we engage participants following the introduction of the Participant Service Charter and the Participant Service Improvement Plan. Due to the efforts of our staff, we have significantly improved service levels, making faster access and planning decisions that ensure participants have the supports and services they need as quickly as possible. 

These improvements built on earlier work in 2017-2019 to improve the participant experience through the Pathway Reforms. Following extensive engagement with more than 1,100 people in the disability community, the Agency rolled out a number of changes across the country to improve people's individual journey with the NDIS. This included face-to-face planning, better trained Local Area Coordinators (LACs) and planners, and the introduction of the complex support needs pathway.  

Despite these concerted efforts by the Agency over many years, challenges remain with the operation of the Scheme that stem from trying to do something quickly on a large scale for the first time with systems and approaches that were not originally fit for purpose. We have consistently heard from participants the Scheme is not as fair, simple and flexible at it could be. 

The NDIA sought to address these issues through the introduction of Independent Assessments and flexible budgets. On 9 July 2021, state and territory disability ministers agreed Independent Assessments would not proceed, and that they would work in partnership with those with lived experience of disability through the Independent Advisory Council and disability representatives, on the design of a new person-centred model that delivers consistency and equity in access and planning outcomes, consistent with the legislative requirements for assessments as set out under the National Disability Insurance Scheme Act 2013 (NDIS Act). The NDIA fully supports this decision, and is committed to delivering an NDIS that delivers true choice and control of reasonable and necessary supports in a way that is fair, consistent and equitable for all participants, regardless of their geography or socio-demographic circumstances.

We are also committed to ensuring the NDIS remains sustainable so that it is available to Australians with disability for generations to come. 

2.2.1 NDIA Aspirations 

The purpose of the NDIA is to support individuals with a significant and permanent disability (participants) to be more independent and engage more socially and economically, while delivering a financially sustainable NDIS that builds genuinely connected and engaged communities and stakeholders. 

The Agency’s purpose is supported by 6 aspirations, as outlined in the NDIA Corporate Plan 2020–2024 and illustrated in Figure 2.2.1A. The 6 aspirations are:

1. A robust COVID–19 response and recovery

2. A quality experience and outcomes for participants 

3. A competitive market with innovative supports 

4. A genuinely connected and engaged stakeholder sector 

5. A high-performing NDIA
6. A financially sustainable Scheme 

To view the current NDIA Corporate Plan, go to ndis.gov.au. 

Figure 2.2.1A: NDIA Purpose and Aspirations (2020–2024) 
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2.2.2 NDIA Values

The Agency operates according to a set of 4 key values, illustrated in figure 2.2.2A. These values, which were developed in consultation with staff and partners, reflect our passion for and commitment to an empowered, inclusive and participant-centred culture.

Figure 2.2.2A: National Disability Insurance Agency Values
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Additionally, all Agency staff follow the Australian Public Service (APS) Values and Code of Conduct, which require all staff to be impartial, committed to service, accountable, respectful and ethical.

2.2.3 Key achievements in 2020–21

Support for participants and disability workers through the COVID-19 pandemic 

Throughout 2020–21, the NDIA continued to work across governments, including with the Department of Social Services (DSS), the NDIS Quality and Safeguards Commission (NDIS Commission), Services Australia, and state and territory governments, to support participants during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

We worked hard to deliver new and enhanced capability to support participants and providers during the pandemic, and continuously refined services to keep participants safe. This included:

· Conducting COVID-19 outreach calls to vulnerable participants. Participant check-ins are now an ongoing feature of the Scheme designed to complement and incorporate scheduled plan reviews.

· Providing participants with a choice of videoconference or telephone planning meetings, if that is their preference.

· Allowing participants and providers to claim the cost of personal protective equipment as a reasonable and necessary need.

· Supporting participants with priority home delivery services.

· Allowing providers of services to participants who are COVID-19 positive or who are required to self-isolate to claim for cleaning services.

· Increasing flexibility to buy low cost assistive technology, recognising the pandemic has changed the way some supports are delivered. 

· Providing financial support for providers to help participants in supported independent living access the COVID-19 vaccination.

· Contracting the Recruitment, Consulting and Staffing Association (RCSA) to provide a workforce concierge service to link NDIS service providers who need to source additional temporary staff.
These initiatives, combined with our significant support to the Department of Health to facilitate the roll-out of vaccines to people with disability, have led to a lower participant infection rate compared to the general population. 

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, underlying payments for support increased in comparison to pre-pandemic levels, indicating that participants adapted and continued to receive supports. 
Quality experience for participants

The NDIA continues to focus on ensuring participants realise the full benefits of this social reform. Over the past 12 months, significant improvements have been made following the introduction of the Participant Service Charter and Participant Service Improvement Plan.

Participant Service Guarantee 

In July 2020, the NDIA introduced the Participant Service Guarantee (PSG) to explain what participants can expect when they interact with the NDIA. The PSG sets timeframes for key NDIS processes such as access, plan approvals, plan reviews and nominee changes. While the timeframes have yet to be legislated, we have been measuring and meeting many of these timeframes for some time including:  

· 100 per cent of access decisions are being made within the service guarantee timeframe of 21 days, consistent across the last year. 
· 91 per cent of first plans approved for participants aged 0-6 are within the 90 day timeframe, compared to 89 per cent a year ago.

· 80 per cent of first plans approved for participants aged 7 and above are within the 56 day timeframe, compared to 75 per cent of first plans approved within 70 days a year ago.

· 72 per cent of participant requested reviews completed within 42 days, compared to 52 per cent a year ago. and  

· 94 per cent of reviews of reviewable decisions were completed within the 90 day timeframe, compared to 51 per cent a year ago.

Participant Service Improvement Plan

In August 2020, the NDIA introduced the Participant Service Improvement Plan (SIP), which sets out the tangible actions we will deliver to build a better NDIS and ensure the Scheme meets participants’ expectations. It makes real on our promises in the Participant Service Charter and PSG, and reflects the feedback participants have given to the Agency. 

Over the past year, the NDIA delivered 16 out of the 51 initiatives, including: making NDIS plans longer so as to simplify the planning process for participants; providing easier and faster ways for participants to access their personal information; and rolling out Health and Justice Liaison Officers to help participants in key mainstream systems interact with the Scheme. The NDIA has commenced implementing a further 23 initiatives. 

To help the community understand how we make decisions, we have been improving our guidelines. They are being written in plain English, and use more consistent language and less jargon. The ‘Would we fund it?’ guide also has clear examples and case studies on what the NDIS does and does not fund. 

Participant satisfaction 

The NDIA has improved the way participant satisfaction is measured. In the December 2020 quarter, the NDIA transferred the administration of the survey away from the National Contact Centre to another third party supplier, Australian Healthcare Associates. This was in response to the 2019 Tune review that recommended the survey be undertaken as independently as possible from the NDIA. 

Also, in line with the Tune review, the NDIA is working with the Independent Advisory Council to build on this survey to develop a more comprehensive picture of participant satisfaction. This includes input regarding the current approach, suggested improvements to current questions, and the inclusion of extra modules. The NDIA also engaged the Council for Intellectual Disability to undertake consultation on making the surveys more accessible, including for people with complex communication needs. 

As at 30 June 2021: 

· 83 per cent of participants had rated the Planning process as either good or very good, with a further 10 per cent rating the experience as neutral.

· 77 per cent rated the Access process as either good or very good. 

· 77 per cent rated the Pre-Planning process as either good or very good. 
· 71 per cent of participants rated the Plan Review process as either good or very good. 

Figure 2.2.3A: Trend of satisfaction across the pathway (% Very good/good)
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Note: This change in administration of the survey resulted in a “break” in the time series, meaning quarterly results, up to and including the September 2020 quarter, do not compare with quarterly results after this quarter. The June 2021 quarter results are comparable with the December 2020 and the March 2021 quarter results, and assist in understanding change over time. 

Key trends in complaints 

The percentage of open complaints halved over the past 12 months and were significantly lower than previous years. This is despite an increase in overall complaints that was to be expected given the increase in participant numbers. In addition, 94 per cent of complaints were closed within 21 days, compared to 67 per cent a year ago.

Figure 2.2.3B: Closed complaints and per cent completed within 21 day timeframe
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Figure 2.2.3C: Open complaints and percentage that have been open for more than 21 days
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Participant diversity 

The NDIA continues to monitor the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and CALD participants entering the Scheme. As at 30 June 2021, 32,396 participants in the Scheme identified as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, compared to 25,518 in the previous year (an increase of 27 per cent). A further 44,113 participants identified as CALD, compared to 36,192 in the previous year (an increase of 22 per cent). 

The Agency has analysed the CALD data to understand why the proportion of participants who identify as CALD is below the estimate of approximately 20 per cent. The Agency analysed the actual number of CALD participants versus the expected number of CALD participants by service districts (approximately 80 across the country). This analysis shows there is no correlation between the proportion of the population who identify as CALD in each service district and the ratio of actual to projected participants. This means that the actual number of participants in service districts with high CALD populations is not lower than in service districts with low CALD populations. This implies that the lower than projected number of CALD participants is likely to be existing participants not self-reporting as being CALD, rather than the Scheme having many fewer CALD participants than projected. The NDIA is examining the CALD participant cohort to further understand this lower than expected reported proportion of identified CALD participants, and is continuing to engage with CALD stakeholders on this. 
The NDIA has released progress updates on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Engagement Strategy and the CALD Strategy, detailing the Agency’s key activities against the priorities listed in the strategies. The NDIA will commence engagement in late 2021 with stakeholders from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and CALD backgrounds, including participants, families, carers and the sector to develop refreshed strategies, which will be completed in 2022. 

In addition, the NDIA will develop a position statement on remote service delivery in 2021-22 to further enhance the NDIS experience and outcomes for people with disability living in remote Australia. 
Support for children

Of the 466,619 participants with an approved plan at 30 June 2021, 72,258 were children aged 0–6 years, an increase of 10,296 from 61,962 in 30 June 2020. A further approximately 13,400 children were receiving initial supports through the Early Childhood Early Intervention (ECEI) approach.  

In November 2020, the NDIA commenced a review of the ECEI approach to improve the access to timely, targeted and individualised early childhood intervention supports for children with developmental delay or disability and their families. The NDIA received 192 submissions in response to the 2 papers seeking feedback on the proposed 23 draft recommendations to inform an ECEI Reset planning and implementation phase over the next 2 years. As part of the review, the NDIA has already delivered 3 recommendations, including:

· Renaming the approach to supporting children younger than 7 and their families (now ‘early childhood approach).

· Publishing new, simple to understand operational guidelines and strengthened information about best practice in early childhood intervention.

· Clarifying the interpretation and application of the developmental delay criteria.

The NDIA will continue engaging with families of young children with developmental delay or disability, and the early childhood sector on improvements to the approach, with further changes expected to be implemented from late 2021 and over the following 2 years. 

In March 2021, the NDIA released the Interventions for children on the autism spectrum consultation paper, and received more than 450 submissions in response. The NDIA is closely considering the feedback, and continues to engage with the sector to deliver better outcomes for children on the autism spectrum and their families. 

Younger People in Residential Aged Care (YPIRAC) 

The NDIA continues to work with DSS and the Department of Health on the Joint Agency Taskforce to progress the YPIRAC Strategy 2020-25 and reduce the number of younger people with disability living in residential aged care.
Over the past year, the number of people under the age of 65 years in residential aged care, including those who were not participants in the Scheme, has decreased from 6,135 at 31 December 2017 to 3,900 at 30 June 2021 (a 36 per cent decrease). Since 1 July 2016, 680 participants who entered the Scheme in residential aged care have moved to more appropriate accommodation. 

There are also fewer younger people entering aged care compared to previous years. Of the 3,232 NDIS participants in residential aged care under 65 years, 89, or 2.8 per cent, are under the age of 45. This is in comparison to 3 per cent of NDIS participants in residential aged care a year ago under the age of 45.

The NDIA continues to work to reduce the number of participants entering residential aged care and support participants already living in residential aged care to move into more age-appropriate accommodation, if that is their choice. 

Employment for participants and their families/carers

The NDIA recognises the critical role of employment in boosting the well-being, economic security and social inclusion of people with disability. The COVID-19 pandemic has presented new challenges to the economy and many job markets, which in turn has had an impact on the ability for participants to achieve their employment goals. 

In May 2021, the NDIA released a refreshed Participant Employment Strategy Action Plan to outline new initiatives to help evolve and improve employment supports, and provide participants with clear pathways to employment. Specifically, the NDIA will: 

· Implement a new pricing model for employment supports to help participants gain on-the-job training and support in a wider range of jobs and settings by allowing providers to claim for the actual hours and ratios of support delivered.

· Deliver training to Australian Disability Enterprises to assist their transition to the new pricing model, and to support coordinators to assist participants with the transition.

· Deliver training to more than 3,500 frontline staff across the NDIA and its partners to enhance their knowledge of employment planning, supports and pathways.

· Strengthen the pathways from school to work, including through improved access to work experience.

· Partner with national employers to build their capability to employ participants and set an example to other employers. 

· Work with the DSS to help shape the National Disability Employment Strategy.

Supporting NDIS participants to pursue their home and living goals
The NDIA is developing a new Home and Living Policy that will inform the way the Agency supports participants to pursue their home and living goals. Participants should have more choice and control over where they live, who they live with and the supports they use. We also want to support participants to build the skills they need to live independently.

In June 2021, the NDIA released An Ordinary Life at Home consultation paper to seek feedback from participants and the wider sector. The consultation paper was developed with support from participants, nominees, families and carers, as well as the IAC and Participant Reference Group. The Agency will use feedback gathered during the Home and Living consultation period to further engage with the sector to develop the policy and determine the next steps for implementation.
Empowering NDIS participants’ decisions 

The NDIA released a consultation paper on improving decision-making support for participants in June 2021. The NDIA is committed to providing support to people to make decisions and remain in control of their lives, and would like to:

· Increase the opportunity for participants to be actively involved in making decisions about their lives and to exercise real choice and control;

· Support development of participants’ capability in making decisions, and helping participants to explore and make those decisions.

· Build the capacity of decision supporters, Agency staff and partners to recognise and enable the will and preference of participants. 

· Strengthen a support for decision making approach in the appointment of nominees.

A competitive market

The NDIA is committed to its role as a market steward. This means supporting and developing the NDIS market, and working with providers to better organise services, so participants can more easily use their NDIS support funding. 
The NDIA is working to ensure participants have access to quality supports regardless of where they live and what their needs are. This includes encouraging new supplier entrants, supporting provider sustainability through an effective payment systems, promoting market diversity and implementing special measures and/or innovative approaches, including in areas of provider shortage.
In 2020–21, the NDIA delivered special measures to support providers through the COVID-19 pandemic. These included the ability to claim payment for personal protective equipment, costs associated with offsite vaccinations and deep cleaning of SIL residences, as well as the standing up of a clinical first response service to respond to COVID infections in disability residential settings. 

The NDIA did this while also working to shape markets towards more inclusive and innovative delivery approaches. 

Thin markets

The Agency continues to implement thin market interventions in areas lacking services to help participants more easily access the services aligned to their goals and to support markets to grow and become self-sustaining. As at 30 June 2021, there were 24 market intervention projects underway in all states and territories. Five 12 month projects have recently been completed with the following outcomes: 

· In LaTrobe and Ararat in Victoria, the NDIA addressed unmet need for specialist behaviour support services. The intervention resulted in 5 new registered specialist behaviour support providers entering the market in Latrobe, and 4 in Ararat, and a further 5 providers applying for registration to commence delivering specialist behaviour support services in these areas.

· In Walgett, NSW, the NDIA focused on improving the market across all supports for NDIS participants with low plan utilisation, half of whom were Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people. The intervention resulted in an increase in utilisation of services by participants as well as an increase in number of active providers in the Walgett market.
· In Cloncurry, Queensland, the NDIA looked at improving the market across all supports for all NDIS participants in this Local Government Area (LGA). Almost half of the participants were Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people. The intervention resulted in 3 new registered providers entering the Cloncurry market, including a locally based core supports provider, 2 occupational therapists and a mental health social worker. In addition, 3 new unregistered NDIS providers joined the market during this period. 

· In Katherine, Northern Territory, the NDIA tested a collaborative purchasing model. This approach has led to a provider giving delivered assistive technology (AT) assessments to a group of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and CALD participants. Support coordinators are working with AT distributors and home modification providers to complete the delivery of the supports. 

· In Wakefield, South Australia, a review identified a number of plan implementation issues which are now being resolved and will help remove barriers to participants using their NDIS plans.

Specialist Disability Accommodation (SDA)

The NDIA is continuing to deliver enhancements to SDA to strengthen the market, and provide investors with greater confidence to deliver innovative housing options for participants. The Agency releases quarterly SDA demand and supply data on the NDIS website to help participants and providers to understand where the demand for SDA is greatest, and where there are opportunities to increase SDA supply. At 30 June 2021, there were 16,033 participants with more than $203 million committed to SDA supports. 

Changes to the SDA Rules that came into effect in June 2020 enables family members and others to live with SDA eligible participants in an SDA enrolled dwelling. The NDIA has also promoted SDA vacancy matching platforms to help participants search for accommodation vacancies that match their requirements. These measures have provided participants with greater choice and control over their living options. 

Supported Independent Living (SIL) pricing and policy reform

In response to feedback about delays, and lack of transparency on SIL quotation and decision-making, the NDIA has made changes to improve participant choice and control, and strengthen fairness and equity with SIL. This included:

· Publishing a SIL participant information pack, and encouraging participants and their families to use a service agreement that clearly explains agreed SIL supports.

· Introducing price limits for SIL supports in the 2020-21 Support Catalogue. 

· Publishing operational guidelines to clarify how NDIA makes decisions about SIL funding. 

While these changes were designed to address immediate concerns, 2 further consultation papers were released to the public in late 2020 to seek feedback and input on how to ensure SIL delivers positive outcomes for participants into the future. The Report of the Review of Pricing Arrangements for SIL recommended that the price limits for SIL supports should continue to be aligned with the price limits for other Assistance with Daily Life supports.
The NDIA will continue to look at innovative living solutions, which include more contemporary options for people who require a high level of support. The NDIA acknowledges Individual Living Options have the potential to create a more tailored solution to care and support needs for participants through their choice and control and improve outcomes. 

Pricing  

The NDIA has published changes to pricing arrangements and price limits announced on 2 June 2021: 

· The base price limits for supports delivered by disability support workers have increased by 2.95 per cent from 1 July 2021 to take account of the Fair Work Commission’s decision to increase minimum wages by 2.5 per cent and the increase in the super guarantee, from 9.5 per cent to 10 per cent. 

· The price limits for specialist disability accommodation have increased by 1.1 per cent based on the change in the consumer price index. 

· The Temporary Transformation Payment loading was initially established in 2018 and has now reduced from 6 per cent to 4.5 per cent.
· Providers will be able to use the transitional pricing arrangements for group-based supports for a further 12 months.

As part of the new pricing arrangements, the NDIA clarified:

· Claiming for more than one worker or therapist

· Provider prepayments

· Australian Business Numbers (ABN) as a requirement for all plan-managed payment requests 

· Calculating claims for support items with a ‘notional’ price limit.

All future annual pricing reviews will be undertaken in the first half of each financial year, to better align with providers’ business and budget cycle. The next Annual Pricing Review is scheduled from September 2021 to March 2022.
A connected and engaged stakeholder sector 

Improved engagement with stakeholders is required to address the significant challenges facing the Scheme. The Agency has a dedicated approach to engaging with stakeholders, and continued to build and maintain collaborative partnerships with participants, their families, carers, providers, the disability sector, the community, the Commonwealth and state and territory governments throughout 2020–21. 

Reference groups 

The NDIA has a number of reference groups, advisory groups and working groups drawn from stakeholders who provide advice to the Agency on the design, development and implementation of aspects of the Scheme. These groups have clear terms of reference and deliverables linked to the NDIA Corporate Plan. Current reference groups include: 

· CEO Forum 

· Participant Reference Group (PRG) 

· Autism Advisory Group (AAG)

· National Mental Health Sector Reference Group (NMHSRG) 

· Industry Reference Group (IRG) 

· Pricing Reference Group (PRG)

· Specialist Disability Accommodation (SDA) Reference Group

CEO Forum 

The NDIS CEO Forum continued to be a platform for the disability sector to engage, discuss and collaborate directly with the Agency on important areas of work relating to the operation and implementation of the NDIS. Membership consists of 24 CEOs from national peak and advocacy organisations. The CEO Forum met 4 times in the past 12 months.  

In 2020–21 the Agency expanded the CEO forum to include workshops that allowed for a more concerted focus on issues impacting participants with intellectual disability and young people with disability. The workshops have created a greater opportunity for the Agency to engage with the sector on priority areas related to policy and Scheme improvements, including support for decision making, support coordination, and the early childhood approach. 

Participant Reference Group (PRG)

Through our participant engagement activities, the NDIA continues to recognise and value the involvement from participants, their families and carers in providing input into improving service delivery and design. The Participant First Engagement Model was launched in May 2020. Under this model, Agency business teams can engage directly with participants, drawing on their experiences and expertise to support a range of policy and service improvements. 

The model is underpinned by the PRG that was established in January 2018 to enhance opportunities for participants to directly contribute to NDIA improvement activities. Initially established to inform the NDIS pathway reform in 2019, the PRG expanded its scope to include support to all Agency strategy, policy, service and system improvement priorities. Members of the PRG are nominated by CEO Forum representatives or self-nominate via the Participant First Engagement Initiative. The group consists of participants, family members and carers from around Australia who have lived experience of disability. 

In the 2020-21 financial year, the group met 11 times, activities included reviewing and providing input into the Support Coordination review, Home and Living Policy, Support for Decision Making, Scheme Work of the Future, the Psychosocial Disability Recovery-Oriented Framework development, refresh of Operational Guidelines across a variety of topics and having input into the design of a new microsite to improve access to resources for plan implementation. 

Autism Advisory Group (AAG)

The AAG was established to provide a strong voice for people with autism who are participating in the Scheme. It comprises autism experts, service providers and people with lived experience of autism. The AAG met 4 times during 2020–21, and provided feedback to the Agency on improving interventions for children on the autism spectrum, proposed changes to access, planning, budgets, and the early childhood approach. 

National Mental Health Sector Reference Group (NMHSRG)

The NMHSRG continued as an important source of feedback and advice on mental health issues to the Agency. The NMHSRG met 3 times in the past 12 months to provide advice on key challenges and emerging issues on psychosocial disability. It focused on the impacts and responses to the COVID-19 pandemic on participants with psychosocial disability, their families and service providers. Other priority areas were feedback on the emerging Psychosocial Disability Recovery-Oriented Framework and the Agency’s proposal for Scheme reform. The NMHSRG continued as an important source of feedback and advice on mental health issues to the Agency.

Industry Reference Group (IRG)

The IRG advises on improvements to the Scheme to support individuals with a significant and permanent disability to be more independent, and engage more socially and economically.

The IRG has provided feedback to the Agency on a number of projects, including the Employment Action Plan, Pricing, individualised living options, NDIA Digital Roadmap, Support Coordination Discussion Paper, Market Intervention Operating Model and Assistive Technology Action Plan, as well as providing invaluable insights into trends in the disability sector. The IRG also provided feedback on Agency initiatives during the COVID-19 pandemic. The IRG met 3 times in the past 12 months. 

Pricing Reference Group 

The Pricing Reference Group was established in 2018 in response to the Independent Pricing Review. It provides advice to the Board through the CEO. Through the Pricing Reference Group, the Agency has a formal process to review NDIS pricing arrangements, conduct robust market reviews and determine how to consult and engage with sector stakeholders. This process includes evaluation and endorsement of the Annual Price Review outcomes. 

During 2020–21, the group provided advice on the pricing arrangements for support coordination, therapy, group supports, capacity building support for early childhood interventions, temporary transformation payment, supported independent living and specialist disability accommodation. The Group met 7 times over the past 12 months. 

Specialist Disability Accommodation (SDA) Reference Group 

The SDA Reference Group was established in March 2019 for a set term to support the development of the SDA market, specifically by advising on the implementation of a set of reform measures committed to by the disability ministers. These reforms were the result of Disability Reform Council’s review of the SDA Pricing and Payments Framework. 

Throughout 2020–21 the SDA Reference Group provided the NDIA with feedback on key programs and improvements such as amendments to the SDA Rules, NDIS market data and the implementation of newly allowable family sharing arrangements in SDA dwellings. 

In September 2020, the original terms of reference for the SDA Reference Group expired and over October and November 2020 the NDIA sought expressions of interest for a new iteration of the group. The new SDA Reference Group will meet quarterly, with additional meetings able to be scheduled if needed. The first meeting of the new SDA Reference Group occurred on 19 April 2021. Over the course of 2020–21 the SDA Reference Group met 3 times.

Improved communications with participants  

The NDIA continued to focus on informing participants of changes to the Scheme to improve the NDIS as well as inviting participants, providers and the community to have their say on proposed changes. Key communications launched over the past 12 months include:

· The Participant Service Charter and Participant Service Improvement Plan in 2020 to inform participants of the tangible actions the NDIA is making to improve the participant experience.

· Engagement with General Practitioners (GPs) in October 2020 to promote new resources that have been developed by GPs for GPs to better support their patients when applying for access to the Scheme.

· Have Your Say consultations from December 2020 to encourage feedback on proposed changes to processes and policies, including access, planning and budgets, early childhood approach, autism early intervention, home and living, and support for decision making. 

· International Day of People with Disability to celebrate the achievements and contributions of people with disability. 

The Agency also released participant information in 2020 to support participants and nominees to detect and report scams. In addition, in partnership with the Hawthorn Football Club, the Agency released information on Auslan at the Footy aimed to foster a more inclusive culture at the Hawthorn Football Club and within the Australian community more broadly. 
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Research and evaluation 

The NDIA is committed to investing in the development and use of research evidence to inform decisions made by the Agency. Over the past year, 14 research projects were commissioned or undertaken by the Agency, including:
· The Autism Centre for Research Collaboration (CRC) reviewed the latest research evidence on non-pharmacological interventions for children on the autism spectrum. This research was used to inform the Interventions for Children on the Autism spectrum consultation paper. In addition, the NDIA used this research to develop resources for families or carers of children with Autism to help identify the interventions most suitable for their needs.  

· The University of Melbourne investigated participant experiences with NDIS and Funded Allied Healthcare Services during the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings from this research were used to build an understanding of participants’ response to COVID-19 and access to services, NDIA practice and use of plans and how to better support participants and providers during emergency responses. These findings were also used to inform the suite of COVID related initiatives offered by the NDIS including the continuation of flexible approaches to plan review meetings, and the possibility of having plan durations of up to 3 years. 

· The University of Sydney reviewed national and international research to identify what works to support people with disability to move out of group homes or congregate care (for example residential aged care). These findings informed the Home and Living consultation paper, An Ordinary Life at Home, and the development of the Agency’s Home and Living Policy. 

· A research collaboration led by the University of Melbourne ran an evidence-based review to learn what interventions help people with a disability to find and keep a job. This review provides a snapshot of interventions designed to increase participation in paid employment for people with autism, intellectual disability and/or psychosocial disability. The findings have informed the Agency’s targeted approach to delivering the Participant Employment Strategy in 2021-22 and will continue to do so. The NDIA will also use this research to develop useful resources for participants and staff that can help them have conversations about finding and keeping a job and the types of support that can assist. 

· In response to the Tune Review recommendations, the NDIA is developing evidence-based resources for participants to use to help implement their plans. These resources will help participants to understand the range of supports available and help navigate which supports are best suited to them. 

Public data sharing 

As part of the NDIA’s commitment to publicly share data, we continued to release world-leading disability data to improve market innovation and inform participant outcomes. A number of deep dives and analyses were released, including:

· Young people in the NDIS

· Participants by remoteness classification

· Participants with acquired brain injury, cerebral palsy or spinal cord injury

· Update to the NDIS market using the latest data, including the release of market dashboards by Local Government Areas

· Outcome reports for participants and families/carers

· COVID-19 impact on participants and family/carers outcomes.

In addition, the Agency released an interim update to the Annual Financial Sustainability Report (AFSR) summary in July 2021. The Agency released the full 2020-21 AFSR in early October 2021 using data as at 30 June 2021. It is available via the NDIS website.
A high-performing NDIA 

The NDIA aspires to be a high-performing organisation with the right people, capabilities and systems to deliver operational goals, in a participant-centric way. As at 30 June 2021, the total NDIS workforce was 11,356, including 4,309 Australian Public Service employees, 1,555 labour-hire workers and contractors, and 5,492 people employed by the NDIA’s Partners in the Community and Contact Centre Partners. In 2020–21, the Agency continued to deliver further improvements in systems, processes and data management to deliver the Scheme more efficiently and effectively.

Engaged and capable NDIA

Over the past 12 months, the NDIA developed training to provide planners and Local Area Coordinators (LAC) with the confidence and skills to ensure participants have the right supports in their plans. A total of 1,921 Agency staff and 2,311 Partners in the Community have completed this training.

In addition, the Agency delivered training programs to help frontline staff with participant check-ins and to have more effective and meaningful conversations with participants. The Agency is also working to ensure staff have the right capabilities through the continuous design and delivery of mandatory eLearning training and induction programs. There continues to be high engagement in the Just Brilliant Leadership Series, helping increase frontline leadership capability.   

The results of the 2020 Australian Public Service (APS) Census showed the Agency’s engagement index improved slightly from 76 per cent in 2019 to 77 per cent in 2020, which places the NDIA 28 out of the 97 participating APS agencies. The results demonstrate a continued commitment to the Agency’s purpose, and consistent delivery of high quality services to participants, despite the operational challenges presented by the COVID-19 pandemic. Ninety-two per cent of respondents to the Census believe that the Agency adapted to new ways of working and 74 per cent considered the new ways of working an improvement. 

Work health and safety

The Agency’s work health and safety management system continued to improve in line with a maturing organisation. There was focused effort on enhancing the Agency’s approach to assurance, conformance and safety leadership with positive results across performance metrics. As at 30 June 2021, the ‘lost time injury frequency rate’ (the number of lost time injuries that occurred during 2020–21, relative to the total number of hours worked in that period), was 2.77, which is better than the Agency’s target of 3. In addition:
· The Agency’s National Health and Safety Committee refreshed its charter and membership to better reflect the structure and roles within the organisation.

· The Agency implemented a new Mental Health and Wellbeing Action Plan to ensure effective education, supports, pathways to care, risk management and controls are implemented in promoting health and wellbeing.

· In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Agency’s Emergency Response and Recovery Committee was in place until March 2021 prior to transitioning to a business as usual practice. 

· The Agency’s COVID-19 information, guidelines and toolkits continued to ensure the safety of its workers and supported safe and effective service delivery. As at 30 June 2021, there was no workplace transmission of COVID-19 in the Agency. 

NDIA National Contact Centre 

The NDIA National Contact Centre (NCC) continued to deliver personal and high quality contact services for people with disability, their family and carers, service providers and organisations. Serco Citizen Services (Serco) have been delivering the NCC service since June 2018, operating from Dandenong and Newborough in Victoria. 

Telephony performance was largely consistent over the majority of the financial year. Increased call volumes and an increase in speed to answer were experienced in March to June 2021, which corresponded with a reduction in staffing levels as demand for other call-centres increased in response to the pandemic. However, customer satisfaction results were maintained above 84 per cent throughout this period. In response, significant recruitment and onboarding of new staff was completed in May and June 2021, leading to improved results. 

During the year, NCC staff were successfully deployed to remote working in response to COVID-19 impacts. There was a minimal impact on services during these periods. The performance framework includes a grade of service of 80 per cent of calls answered within 60 seconds and email enquiries progressed within 2 business days. Across the 12 month period, NCC answered approximately 1.07 million calls, with 70 per cent answered within 60 seconds. An average speed of answer of 1 minute and 18 seconds was achieved across the 2020–21 financial year. 

Customer experience ratings were consistently strong, with approximately 85 per cent of post call survey respondents scoring their experience with the NCC as ‘High’ or ‘Very High’ throughout the 12 months.

Figure 2.2.3D: National Contact Centre telephony performance July 2018 to June 2021  
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The NCC’s non-voice channels grew during the 2020–21 financial year. An average of 81,000 email enquiries were received per month, an increase of 11,000 per month on the previous financial year average. Over 40 per cent of email enquiries were progressed within the 2 business day key performance indicator. Email processing results saw the same impacts as telephony late in the financial year. The live web chat service has continued to grow in popularity with over 52,000 chats received over the past 12 months, with more than 96 per cent answered within 10 seconds.

Information and communications technology (ICT) systems 

In 2020-21, the Office of the Chief Information Officer (OCIO) undertook a detailed analysis of the ICT challenges impacting the Agency’s ability to operate effectively. The findings resulted in the NDIA’s Future Operating Environment (FOE). The FOE will provide a modern desktop and underlying services for staff and partners, which will significantly enhance efficiency, choice and control, and allow for better and timelier service to our participants. Key to the new environment is the provision of improved accessibility options required by our staff, without compromising security.

The Agency has entered into a strategic partnership with Microsoft to deliver the cloud managed desktop service comprising both physical and virtual devices. Rollout of the new desktop began in May 2021. The increased capabilities have improved the flexibility and resilience of our ICT systems, ensuring the Agency is well placed to handle rapid changes in the environment. 

The Alternative Cloud Environment (ACE) based on Salesforce has progressed with the initial application deployed in February 2021 to support SDA functions. The new functionality allows staff to track requests and make timely joined up decisions, which ensures the right supports are provided to participants with increased speed and reliability.

ACE will steadily replace the current access and planning applications to better support our participants, providers and staff with more accessible, functional technology. 

The participant mobile application pilot continued in 2021 with 500 self-managed participants collaboratively working with the Agency to identify and enable continuous improvements on their ability to review their available budget, make claims and store receipts. The mobile application is planned to move to general release in early 2021–22 along with a refreshed web portal solution.

Protective security

The Agency is committed to increasing maturity and awareness of Protective Security to assist staff and partners in the delivery of the Scheme.

The Protective and Cyber Security Branch is responsible for implementing the requirements of the Australian Government Security Frameworks and associated legislation, including the Protective Security Policy Framework (PSPF) and Information Security Manual (ISM). This is achieved by providing strategic and operational information, guidance and advice across:

· Security Governance

· Information Security

· Personnel Security

· Physical Security

· Cyber Security.

Key achievements include:

· Increased security training (face-to-face or via eLearning) on awareness, aggression response, de-escalation and information security.

· Implemented a Security and Incident Management Framework.

· Enhanced Agency procurement guidelines and processes to support security and risk mitigation.

· Enhanced the pre-employment process for the Agency.

· Developed policy and procedures to assist staff with understanding responsibilities and obligations. 

· Implemented Information Security Markings for Agency information, systems, resources and communications.

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in a significant increase in online traffic, which has the potential to open areas of vulnerability to cyber events, or incidents that can impact the Agency. The most likely sources of risk remain organised crime gangs who possess or procure the means to conduct cyber incidents/events, utilising ransomware to extort funds. The Agency continues to collaborate across governments to leverage existing capabilities, to ensure those risks are addressed.

Fraud and compliance 

Established in 2018, the NDIS Fraud Taskforce has enabled the Agency to develop effective detection of, and response to, fraud against the Scheme. The investigation function has matured, with successful investigations completed or currently before the courts. 

As at 30 June 2021, there were 29 fraud investigations in progress and a further 6 matters being evaluated for possible investigation. Of these 9 matters are currently before the courts. 

The NDIS Fraud Taskforce has been extended indefinitely, allowing the joint activity of the Agency, Australian Federal Police and Services Australia to continue focusing on serious and organised fraud against the Scheme. The Agency also conducts a range of compliance activities. In 2020-21 the Agency undertook more than 2,800 compliance activities. These included targeted and proactive engagement to treat payment risks through opportunistic and non-compliant behaviour from providers, plan management agencies, and participants identified through tip-offs. 

The Agency continues to increase its fraud and compliance detection maturity, through ongoing refinements in data analytics, data matching and advanced analytics to proactively detect potential fraud and non-compliance behaviour from providers, participants and plan management agents.
A financially sustainable Scheme

As detailed in Section 2.1, the cost of the Scheme is growing more rapidly than anticipated, and poses significant challenges to the sustainability of the NDIS.  

On 3 July 2021, the Agency released a comprehensive report on the financial sustainability of the Scheme, using data as at 31 December 2020. The Agency released the full 2020-21 AFSR in early October 2021, using data as at 30 June 2021. The summary of this Report can be found at Section 3.2. Both reports show the projected cost of the Scheme is higher than both the 2021-22 Portfolio Budget Statements (PBS) and the 2017 Productivity Commission (PC) estimates.
As detailed in Section 2.1, the average spend per participant has increased by 11.8 per cent on average per annum between 1 July 2017 and 30 June 2021. This is higher than wage growth, the 2017 PC projections and the assumptions built into the PBS.  

In addition, the number of people with disability continuing to approach the NDIS is well above projections, even in the areas that have been in the NDIS since the trial period. In 2024-25, it is estimated that there will be 670,400 participants in the Scheme, and in 2029-30, it is estimated that the number of participants will increase to 859,328. This is 47 per cent higher than estimated in the 2017 PC Report. The rate at which participants are exiting the Scheme for reasons other than mortality is also lower than expected. For example, non-mortality exit rates were assumed to be 1.15 per cent for 0-6 year olds. The rate in the past year to 30 June 21 was 0.75 per cent.
Figure 2.2.3E: Comparison of actuals, future projections (total, and participants aged 0 to 64) and 2017 PC estimates
[image: image35.emf]


0



100,000



200,000



300,000



400,000



500,000



600,000



700,000



800,000



900,000



1,000,000



2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029 2030
As at 30 June



Actual (Total) PC Estimates (Total) Projection - 2020-21 FSR Projection - 2020-21 FSR(0 to 64)



164,297



286,015
391,999



264,150



447,341 473,653
485,877



520,834 532,042



582,860



630,327
670,400



859,328



598,491 633,596



798,341



466,619











Combining the information on the projected number of participants and projected average payment per participant results in total participant costs of $29.2 billion in 2021-22, $41.4 billion in 2024-25, and $59.3 billion in 2029-30 (on an accrual basis).

Table 2.2.3A: Projected participant costs (cash and accrual basis) 
	Participant Costs ($million)
	2021-22
	2022-23
	2023-24
	2024-25
	2029-30

	Participant Costs (cash basis)
	
	
	
	
	

	Participant Costs (0-64)
	26,994
	30,965
	34,345
	37,067
	51,471

	Participant Costs (65+)
	1,837
	2,464
	3,114
	3,748
	7,012

	Total Participant Costs (cash basis)
	28,831
	33,429
	37,459
	40,814
	58,483

	Participant Costs (accrual basis)
	
	
	
	
	

	Participant Costs (0-64)
	27,359
	31,386
	34,812
	37,659
	52,169

	Participant Costs (65+)
	1,864
	2,501
	3,161
	3,803
	7,115

	Total Participant Costs (accrual basis)
	29,223
	33,886
	37,973
	41,373
	59,284


Projected participants costs are higher than the most recent 2021-22 Portfolio Budget Statements, and higher than the 2017 Productivity Commission costing. 

Table 2.2.3B: Comparison of June 2021 AFSR, 2021-22 PBS and the 2017 PC projection 
	Total Participant Costs ($million)
	2021-22
	2022-23
	2023-24
	2024-25
	Total

	
	
	
	
	
	

	2017 Productivity Commission Estimates (a)
	23,708
	25,238
	26,839
	28,500
	104,286

	Portfolio budget statements 2021-22 (b)
	26,487
	28,257
	29,425
	31,884
	116,053

	June 2021 AFSR (c)
	29,223
	33,886
	37,973
	41,373
	142,455

	Difference (b-a)
	2,779
	3,019
	2,586
	3,384
	11,767

	Difference (c-a)
	5,515
	8,648
	11,134
	12,873
	38,169


It is the responsibility of the NDIA to monitor primary financial pressures, detect any associated risks and manage them appropriately, using the insurance-based structures as a means of evaluating emerging experience against expectations. 

The NDIA is engaging with stakeholders to build a deeper understanding of the sustainability pressures facing the Scheme. At the 13 August 2021 Disability Reform Ministers’ meeting, ministers agreed that work will be undertaken by Commonwealth and state and territory officials to further understand cost drivers and underpinning assumptions in both the current and historic AFSRs. Representatives of people with disability will be actively engaged throughout this process. A report on findings will be completed in December 2021. 

The NDIA continues to implement management responses to actively address sustainability pressures. This includes sharpening guidelines and strengthening the underlying process for initial and ongoing NDIS eligibility, and increasing consistency of reasonable and necessary plan budget decision making through clearer guidelines and operating procedures. In addition, strengthening fraud measures are an important part in our efforts to protecting the integrity of the Scheme. 

We all have a responsibility to make sure that Scheme growth is affordable over the long-term so the NDIS is available to all Australians well into the future.  
2.3 How we intend to move forward

While there is much to celebrate in what has been achieved over the past 8 years, and in particular over the past 5, the Scheme is at a critical juncture. From the outset, it was envisaged that the NDIS would support participants to exercise choice and control over their life with fair, flexible and consistent packages of reasonable and necessary supports. The need for the NDIS to remain affordable was also integral to that initial vision. 

Our focus over the coming year is to work in partnership with people with disability, the sector and state and territory governments to address the significant challenges facing the Scheme. We will engage deeply with people with lived experience of disability on the design of a new person-centred model that delivers consistency and equity in planning outcomes, consistent with the legislative requirements for assessments as set out under the NDIA Act. In addition, building a better understanding of the financial challenges facing the Scheme, and tackling Scheme affordability, in partnership with the disability community, will remain a priority. We also recognise the important contributions of governments in achieving our shared goals.  

Equally important is our continued work to improve participant outcomes and experience, as outlined in the Participant Service Guarantee (PSG) and the Service Improvement Plan (SIP). We will continue to listen to and work closely with participants, their families and carers: 

· to make decisions in the timeframes outlined in the PSG. 

· be transparent about our decision making process and be clear in our decisions and communication. 

· simplify our processes to support people to access the NDIS. 

We will also increase support for participants to make their own decisions, and develop a new approach to home and living that gives participants more choice and control over where they live. Providing eligible children with access to world-class early childhood intervention, through the work underway as part of the reforms to the early childhood approach is critical to our commitment to helping children achieve their developmental milestones. 

We will continue to support market growth so there is a reliable supply of quality and innovative supports that meet participant needs and goals at a price that is reflective of the market. We will work collaboratively with governments, communities and providers to continue to address markets with supply gaps, especially in regional, remote and very remote areas. 

We recognise continued staff engagement and wellbeing is critical to delivering Scheme improvements, as part of our commitments in the PSG and SIP. We will continue to build the capability of our workforce to deliver on our strategic and operational goals. This will include training and upskilling the workforce to integrate the new processes, systems and skills necessary for transition to a new delivery model. Our capability uplift will be supported by a range of systems and technology enhancements, including the implementation of a new Customer Relationship Management (CRM) system to support improved service experience for participants, providers and NDIA staff and partners, and improved payments and claims capability for participants. 

Of course, we will continue to support participants during the COVID-19 pandemic. The impacts are far-reaching and will persist for some time. 

Our priorities over the coming year will help deliver the best Scheme possible. We all have a shared goal to improve the NDIS, and the Agency and the broader disability sector care deeply about getting this right for participants, their families and carers so that the Scheme endures for generations to come.
� 11 The $55,900 differs from the $54,300 in Fig 14, as the $55,900 is only related to the second half of 2020-21, and not the full year


� Participant satisfaction results for prior quarters have been restated using data as at 30 June 2021 due to retrospective changes in the underlying data. These changes mainly arise from lags in data collection.


� The numbers of complaints reported for the most recent quarter may still increase to the extent there is a lag in data collection. However, any increase is not expected to have a material impact on the results.
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