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The Victorian Aboriginal Health Service (VAHS) acknowledges the Aboriginal lands on

which we live and work, we pay our respect to the Traditional Custodians and their

Elders, past and present.

VAHS also acknowledges its past and present Board Members, staff, clients and

Community members who have contributed and supported VAHS from its early

beginnings.

D I S C L A I M E R

While all care has been taken to ensure that information contained in the report is

true and correct at the time of publication, changes in circumstances after the time

of printing may impact on the accuracy of its information.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander readers should be aware that this document

may contain images and names of deceased persons.

The VAHS is a child safe organisation. 
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"Community control means that each independent and autonomous health service is

controlled by the Community is serves, in order to provide that Community with

health care delivery to meet its health needs, as defined by that Community. The

solution to each Community's health needs is in the hands of that Community."

-  B R U C E  M C G U I N N E S S



O U R  V I S I O N ,  P U R P O S E ,
P R I N C I P L E S  &  V A U L E S

Our service, program design and

delivery are guided by the principle

of; Aboriginal Community Control,

holistic health, wellbeing and healing,

self-determination and cultural

integrity.

Creating and inspiring healthy Aboriginal

people and families through quality,

effective community health services,

education and training.

To achieve the best possible health and

social and emotional wellbeing

outcomes for our people.

O U R  P R I N C I P L E S
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O U R  V I S I O N O U R  P U R P O S E

O U R  V A L U E S :

  

Respect & caring
Accountable & responsible
Honest & trustworthy

Collaboration & inclusive
Learning & sharing

Strength in diversity



 O U R  S T R A T E G I C
G O A L S

Caring for Community
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Extend our reach & improve access

Build program & service excellence

Invest in our workforce - making sure our staff are skilled & supported

Ensure the future of VAHS is supported by first class systems

From 2017-2022 we will:

To do this we know we need to:

Shape VAHS as a professional, sustainable, well-led and governed organisation

Develop and foster partnerships that add value to our service capacity



The Victorian Aboriginal Health Service (VAHS) is the largest provider of holistic primary
health care for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people residing in metropolitan
Melbourne and across Victoria.

The VAHS service model of care provides for a comprehensive suite of programs and
services including:

M O D E L  O F  C A R E

Holistic primary health care for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
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Medical Oral health Allied health

Specialist clinics Pharmacy Community programs

Integrated Care Team Adult mental health &
SEWB

Child & adolescent
SEWB

AOD support services Rehabilitation support Health promotion &
prevention

Maternity Early years Parenting 

Home & community
care

Women's & children's
health

Mens's health

Financial wellbeing &
counselling

Transport



The VAHS Board decided that it had to suspend some programs and operations during the
pandemic. Preston site closure and limitations across the service saw many of our staff move to
a working from home setup, in particular our older and more vulnerable staff members. This
virus did not stop VAHS from continuing to care for Community. 

The year 2020 will always be remembered as a difficult year for many and during the first half of
the reporting period, the VAHS focus centred on important activities occurring at the time. Treaty
was an important matter where VAHS had put in a lot of work towards developing its position on
the matter. After several meetings between of the Board, Community and VAHS Members, VAHS
was able to develop a position on where we would support sovereignty, a justice inquiry and
reparation. VAHS is committed strongly to supporting Treaties between First Nations and
Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations. 

During the year there were changes to the membership of the Board of Directors and as we
moved into the end of 2019, and with the upcoming Christmas/New Year break, VAHS was
compelled to change its focus to centre more on its core programs and priorities. When the
COVID-19 pandemic hit our priority focused on keeping our service, staff and Community safe
from the virus.

C H A I R P E R S O N  R E P O R T

A year like no other
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I wish to pay my respects to a number of Community Members
and VAHS Members who have passed in recent times. I pay my
respects to our current Elders and Community Members who have
been doing it tough during the year and who continue to struggle
through the COVID-19 pandemic. I hope you all stay safe with your
families and friends until such time as the day we get to see the
elimination of the virus. 

I acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of the lands that the
Victorian Aboriginal Health Service is situated on, the Wurundjeri
people and I thank them for allowing us to continue to work on
these lands and I pay my respects to the Elders past and present. 
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A significant amount of planning and work was undertaken in relation to governance, compliance
and pursuing funding that would provided a strong response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

In terms of expansion and growth, VAHS opened the Epping Clinic which was an important part
of the VAHS Metropolitan Strategy. This is the first of a number of satellite clinics as part of the
strategy. A main focus for VAHS is the development and resourcing for the Epping Clinic,
strategies have been developed to see that the clinic will continue to operate successfully in the
years to come.

VAHS will continue its push to develop sites in the north and north west regions of Melbourne
and it will seek support and advocacy to establish and sustain VAHS satellite clinics which are an
integral part of our strategic planning for the next five or more years. 

VAHS has been speaking with stakeholders regarding its current sites, the Aboriginal Funeral
Service and the premises at Smith Street, Fitzroy and Charcoal Lane. VAHS will hold further
discussions in terms of exploring the possibility of securing those through a transfer of title. 

To further support how VAHS wants to do business, VAHS will be reviewing whether it will change
its Constitution and seek registration from an Aboriginal Co-operative to one that is regulated by
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Corporation.  It is understood that VAHS will be able to
do more things under this Act than it could under the current Act and Constitution. We will
continue discussions relating to that as we move forward.

VAHS is in its 48th year of operations a monumental feat. Leading into 50 years, our challenge
and focus is to ensure the sustainability of VAHS and continue to care for the Community for at
least the next 15 – 20 years.

On behalf of the Board of Directors I would like to take the opportunity to thank the Members of
our Community for your patience and support. Your ability to adapt to changes during the
uncertain nature of the COVID-19 pandemic, demonstrates the strength and resilience of our
people in challenging times.

I am thankful for the great team that we have at VAHS. With a steady hand at the helm, and with
the Executive Management, Senior Management and Clinicians supported well by a committed
workforce, VAHS was able to continue to operate during an unprecedented period. On behalf of
the Board, I thank you. 

Ronald Briggs | Chairperson



These ideas were based on the aspirations of the Community to support the establishment of
satellite health clinics identified through a comprehensive needs assessment process. To further
strengthen and support this, VAHS will continue to pursue this and will seek Ministerial support
and advocacy for the implementation of the VAHS Metropolitan Strategy.

VAHS had also worked on a 'masterplan' which involved the VAHS owned sites being developed
as multi-purpose facilities. VAHS was planning on seeking support to have the VAHS properties
from Gertrude Street, Nicholson Street and Smith Street returned to the management and
precincts transferred freehold to VAHS. However these are long term aims and will require
considerable negotiation along with Ministerial support.

VAHS opened a satellite clinic in Epping in July 2019. This was done with an understanding that
the Commonwealth would commit some funding for its establishment. However this did not
eventuate, so VAHS has to operate the Clinic using its Medicare funding income and developing
strategies to overcome the amount used to establish the Clinic.

2020 the year that will go down in history as one of the most challenging years the world has
ever seen. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic dominated much of the VAHS operations and
planning for the rest of the year. VAHS was quick to develop an evolving COVID-19 response and
the establishment of a small but proactive, well informed and experienced COVID-19 working
group led by our Clinical Director. 

C E O  R E P O R T

Continuing to care for Community
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Writing the report for the year was mixed with a year where we
saw the VAHS work on varying interests during the last half of 2019
(July-December 2019) and the first half of 2020 (January to June
2020). 

In the first half of the year VAHS focussed on planning for the
development and resourcing for its Metropolitan Strategy. The
strategy enables VAHS to create and develop community-led
satellite models of services which would empower the local
Community to have local access to health services and support
based on where they live. 
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VAHS provided a rapid response to the continually changing environment COVID-19 presented
us with. All of the VAHS clinical efforts were placed at the Fitzroy and Epping sites, we also saw a
large number of our staff having to transition to a working from home setup, groups suspended
and a change in the way we delivered our services. This proved to be challenging but VAHS staff
showed great commitment and ability to adapt in such circumstances. 

Whilst COVID-19 dictated VAHS activities, the work continued where we had to manage risk and
compliance, particularly related to managing the risks associated with patient care, PPE,
establishing a COVID-19 respiratory clinic at our Fitzroy site, transport, staff and client health and
wellbeing and access to pharmacy services. 

I want to thank staff who continued to travel to and from work on a daily basis, and to those who
continued to work from home. I want to thank every staff member for their commitment and
strength during what has been a deeply challenging time for all. VAHS staff should feel proud
that they were able to provide services to our Community at times of uncertainty and where the
services were most needed during the COVID-19 pandemic. I know the work and commitment
demonstrated by staff was very much appreciated by the VAHS Board of Directors and I’m sure
this is the same for many Community Members and VAHS clients.

Our Community is very fortunate to have an Aboriginal Health Service with committed and
dedicated staff to look after their health and wellbeing needs. As a workforce nationally, we
should all be proud of our collective efforts for keeping our Aboriginal communities almost free
and safe from the COVID-19 virus. I know this is an achievement that has impressed many
people, especially non-Aboriginal people and Governments all around the world.

Michael Graham | Chief Executive Officer



B O A R D  O F  D I R E C T O R S

1 July 2019 - 30 June 2020
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Ronald Briggs | Chairperson - Nov 19 to Jun 20

Gary Murray | Chairperson - Jul 19 to Nov 20

Karin Williams | Deputy Chairperson - Dec 19 to Jun 20

Stacey Brown | Treasurer - Dec 19 to Jun 20

Leanne Brook | Treasurer - Jul 19 to Dec 19 (Director - Dec 19 to Jun 20)

Andrew Gardiner| Director 

Anthony McCartney | Director

 
Marika Jackamos | Director

 
Ross Morgan | Director



P A G E  0 9

This includes:

Nine Aboriginal Manager and four non-Aboriginal Managers, plus two non-Aboriginal Clinical
Director and Coordinator positions.

Eight Aboriginal Team Leaders and one non-Aboriginal Team Leader.

S E R V I C E  D A T A
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P A G E  1 0V A H S  -  A N N U A L  R E P O R T  2 0 1 9 / 2 0





E X T E N D  O U R  R E A C H  &
I M P R O V E  A C C E S S
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During the 2019/20 financial year much of the focus was put into opening the VAHS Epping Clinic
to Community, this included an official opening in July 2019 which saw attendance from ministers
and many stakeholders. Time was then put into expanding the clinic through staff employment as
well as establishing services and increasing capacity. This included the recruitment GP’s and other
clinical staff as well implementing clinic processes and clinical systems. More recently, as the
clinic has continued to grow throughout the financial year, both staff recruitment and
accreditation have been a big part of extending reach and improving access for Community.
Epping Clinic continues to expand through the development of enhanced capacity and a greater
range of services delivered to community.

Our VAHS Fitzroy Medical team increased the number of Aboriginal Health Workers in an effort to
support the number of patients being screened through the treatment room. This increase in
AHWs also assisted with health check and providing support for female patients as an
improvement made through feedback from the Community. 

Before we were struck with the full force of the COVID-19 pandemic, VAHS held its 2nd Family
Mixed Netball Carnival. To participate in this carnival all registered team players were required to
complete a 715 health check, we saw 202 players participate in the carnival with up to 450
Community Members attending the event. Through the Preventative Health Unit we also saw
promotion of the Boorai's and Smoke Don't Mix campaign, a Deadly Dan colour in book that
promoted health messages in relation to tobacco and COVID-19 safe practices sent far and wide,
the VAHS Youth Leadership Camp that encompassed health literacy and cultural components, the
Senior Games that was all about improving social inclusion and connectedness and the Deadly
Choices School Education Program to improve the health literacy of our youth. 

The Oral Health Unit attended meetings regarding the Smile Squad Programme for primary and
secondary schools in Victoria. Input into the design of the mobile vans, equipment, services
required and mode of delivery was also provided by the team. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and
school closures, Smile Squad is still progressing with a focus on the backlog of core services and
the most efficient way to service non-essential treatment that was unable to be delivered during
COVID-19 restrictions. 



Meals for Community
Regular well-being checks
Elders Connection Program

Our Parenting Program delivered through the Family Counselling Services saw a great number of
engagement by Community. Topics such as; Healthy Screen Time, Building Emotional Security and
Building Resilience in our Kids were delivered in group sessions.

In response to COVID restrictions VAHS acted quickly to introduce a new and innovative ways of
delivering services in a safe manner, to protect Community and staff. Staff were mobilised to work
from home where possible. Some services remained unchanged as they needed to be delivered
face to face, such as outreach community nursing and podiatry. Some services were delivered
through a combination of online and face to face based on assessed needs. Other services were
completely delivered on online, such as dietetics, exercise physiology and family counselling
services.

VAHS delivered pop-up flu clinics for Community Members, our transport and pharmacy teams
also worked on a medication system for patients. This systems ensure Community were receiving
their webster packs as well as any medications recently prescribed via our Transport Team, each
week a minimum of 60 Community Members had their medications delivered to their homes.

To support clients who were isolated due to COVID-19, we introduced a number of new activities
and programs such as:

VAHS was successful in our application to Commonwealth Government to deliver a GP led
respiratory clinic during the COVID-19 pandemic. The importance of Community being offered a
culturally safe place to be tested was paramount.

VAHS played a central coordination role in the Aboriginal Community Controlled Sectors response
to the high rise lockdowns during the COVID-19 pandemic. The ACCO sector came together to
ensure those affected stay informed, help stop the spread of the virus, manage outbreaks and
provide on the ground legal, medical and community care supports for Aboriginal families and
residents. 

An opportunity was identified and planning commenced for launching, a first of its kind,
Aboriginal Employee Assistance Program (EAP) for organisations to offer to their Aboriginal
employees. This with the aim of launching in the second half of 2020.

Another exciting opportunity through our partnership with the Essendon Football Club and the 
 Michael Long Foundation through Deadly Choices is being negotiated and will have a positive
impact for our Community heading into 2021.
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Exercise programs for Bunjilwarra clients
Deadly Elders Circus was delivered online
Yarning SafeNStrong 24/7 helpline



B U I L D  P R O G R A M  &
S E R V I C E  E X C E L L E N C E  
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Program development and service excellence has been major part of the work in the 2019/20
financial year at VAHS. Major pieces of work have involved submission to funding bodies to
ensure planning and continuous development of programs within the overall VAHS strategic plan
is possible.  

More specifically and program focused, VAHS clinical staff continue to promote and undertake
health checks, GP management and mental health plans through a holistic and team approach.
Due to COVID-19, systems, clinical processes, and the delivery of health care services saw major
changes through the transition to Telehealth. Despite these challenges, the delivery of health care
was well organised, ensuring a well-coordinated approach to preventative health care and chronic
disease management for VAHS clients.

Throughout the 2019/20 year the clinical teams worked on continuing to develop services that
would support patient needs such as; a Respiratory, Sleep and Peri-operative Physician
commenced, our optometry service with thanks to the Rural Workforce Agency Victoria increased
to 3 days a week prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, unfortunately optometry was not available
during the lock down periods in Melbourne.

Our Oral Health Unit continued to provide and build on a culturally informed program of dental
treatment markedly different from other community clinics, using a holistic, model of care, to
assist our patients to achieve the outcomes needed. Assistance and knowledge of patients’
specific requirements in relation to specialised transport requirements and bookings, mental
health issues, past trauma, social and family constraints and substance addiction informs the
units model of care. 



VAHS has been working with the Australian College of Optometry for 20 years to deliver
optometry services at VAHS. Over the 12 months or so, we have been able to work closely with
the Eye and Ear Hospital and the College of Optometry to establish a new ophthalmology clinic
fitted with state of the art equipment at VAHS. This means VAHS can provide a broader range of
eye health services to our community, as well as facilitate a faster and smoother track into
hospital for our clients that need eye surgery. Providing ophthalmology services at VAHS means
that community members feel comfortable and safe, and can better access the eye care they
need.

VAHS recognises the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on mental health and wellbeing, and this
meant the potential for an escalation in substance use due to boredom or the effects of isolation.
Through the Family Counselling Services, VAHS launched a 24/7 crisis support helpline in June
2020, Yarning SafeNStrong. Having this as an extra resource meant that clients always had
support on offer if required outside of business hours. VAHS is confident the service delivery was
affected minimally during lockdown and actioned resources in a prompt manner to ensure
support to clients was not affected. 

Whilst COVID-19 pandemic placed unprecedented challenges on the delivery of health care and
services across VAHS, staff and programs alike have showed great capacity for adaption, planning
and continuous development.

"Thanks for the updates and services VAHS, great
job under all the pressure of the crisis we are all

in. Caring for Community" 

- Thelma Austin
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I N V E S T  I N  O U R
W O R K F O R C E  
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Making sure our staff are skilled & supported 

A range of measures were introduced to protect and assist our staff as a result of the risk
associated with the COVID-19 pandemic and the associated Government restrictions.

With closure of the VAHS Preston site in March and reduced staff at the clinics due to the COVID-
19 pandemic, measures were established to enable staff to perform their roles from home. For
those working from home, working from home work plans were established to enable flexibility in
relation to the challenges of home schooling and childcare constraints, the use of tele-health and
where possible conducting regular well-being checks.

For essential staff working onsite, strict measures were introduced to protect their health and
wellbeing, including increased levels of site cleaning, use of personal protective equipment (PPE)
and social distancing.

A range of training and professional development activities were conducted throughout the year
to build staff skills and knowledge. Although impacted by the COVID-19 restrictions the VAHS was
able to continue with many programs via the use of on-line programs and alternative
arrangements. 

The priorities for training and professional development included supporting the Certificate IV in
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander Primary Health Care and Dental Assistant trainees. There
were also a range of short courses provided. These included training in CPR and First Aid; Fire
Wardens and Chief Fire Wardens; Grief and Loss; Mental Health First Aid; Cultural Safety; Person
Centred Care; Protecting Vulnerable Children; Child Safety; Family Violence Multi-Agency Risk
Assessment and Management Framework (MARAM); Family Therapy; Stress Management; Child
Car Restraint Safety; Duress and Emergency Codes; Manual Handling; Health Records; Ear and
Health; and Grant Writing.
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We have seen two staff members in the Preventative Health Unit commence certificates III & IV in

Personal Fitness, this will help build capacity to enable VAHS to reopen its gym at Preston and

conduct fitness programs for our Community. 

Efforts are continually made to support staff to engage in training including opportunities for

professional development.

Through our Family Counselling Services, VAHS seeks to provide support for Aboriginal staff

through a ‘heal the healer’ program. This is inclusive of skills development and with the

recognition of the term ‘vicarious trauma’ in mainstream, this is experienced more in Aboriginal

communities and is considered far more complex and complicated for Aboriginal workers working

in the Community. In our communities, the work does not reflect the unrealistic expectations

placed on workers by their families and communities or when hearing client stories, how this

impacts in a very personal way, when workers are connected to the person through Community.

The uniqueness of the services provided by VAHS encompasses the cultural loads on our workers

especially during times of when they are themselves experiencing the same traumas, as the

clients.

Through Clinical Governance Framework implementation process, a working group will be

established to ensure that VAHS continuously improves and supports the workforce in all areas

such as; inductions, cultural training, mentoring & support and professional development. 

"I attend VAHS in Epping deadly job you workers
and the same to all workers at Fitzroy" 

- Alan Harrison

 





S U P P O R T E D  B Y  F I R S T
C L A S S  S Y S T E M S  
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With the increase use and understanding of the client information system MMEx capabilities, and
ongoing support from the Health Informatics Team, Clinical Director and other staff, VAHS clinical
teams and individuals are now adjusting well into the use of this important system. The MMEx
system supports clinical and preventative health care, recalls and many other functions of service
delivery. 

Our Family Counselling Services are focussing more on improving communication streams for our
clients with chronic disease and emotional health issues. This is important in our community and
for the teams that are working together for the purposes of referral pathways, patient information
entry and access and Aboriginal Health Worker support. 

The VAHS MMEx system is maintain and monitored on a regular basis and updating and
enhancing our IT services continue through training and internal communications.

The VAHS Oral Health Unit received a grant to upgrade and replace two back of house systems
and is utilising an excellent specialised dental software database called EXACT. This program
provides a complex and full record for our dental patients, along with digital imaging software,
called Dental Eye.

To improve data collection in our Preventative Health Unit now utilise a recognised leading
research tool for online surveys, Qualitics. The system can be used for; online registrations,
survey data collection, event registrations, feedback and data analysis.
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VAHS continues the work on populating and improving utilisation of LOGICQC which is a fully
integrated quality management system that works alongside existing systems and processes.
LOGICQC is Australia’s leading quality, accreditation, feedback and risk management system in the
healthcare and community services sector.

Throughout late 2019 and much of 2020 VAHS Fitzroy and Epping has commenced planning and
work for Fitzroy to be reaccredited and Epping into becoming an accredited General Practice site
through the Australian General Practice Accreditation Limited (AGPAL).  Due to the
unprecedented disruptions throughout 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, accreditation will
take place in the first six months of 2021.

 
 

"You are all doing an amazing job! My daughter and
i had our flu injections today where we received

first class treatment and care! Thank you" 

- Alison McColl

 



S H A P E  A  P R O F E S S I O N A L ,
S U S T A I N A B L E ,  W E L L - L E D  &
G O V E R N E D  O R G A N I S A T I O N  
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Through the process of achieving accreditations across VAHS, as well as VAHS internal
committees and frameworks that help develop, implement, monitor and review systems and
processes VAHS is continually working towards developing a high level and thorough culture of
governance, quality and compliance. 

The VAHS Board Charter of Corporate Governance informs the Board about its governance
responsibilities as a Board of Director. The Charter outline the roles and expectations of the
Board in relation to strategy formulation, organisational performance, risk management,
protocols related to service networking and communication with key stakeholder groups. The
Charter also assists the Board in respect of the Board structure, Director requirements,
expectations and duties, code of conduct and the leadership responsibility of Board Executive
positions.

VAHS currently have three Board Sub-Committees established. Board Sub-Committees are the
Financial, Risk and Audit Committee (FRAC), Quality and Clinical Governance Committee (QACG)
and Research Committee. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic the Research Committee has been put
on hold while VAHS focuses on its response to the evolving nature of the pandemic.

The VAHS Clinical Governance Framework is planned to be endorsed by the Board in later half of
2020, part of the implementation of the framework will see working groups established to address
the five domains:

1.      Governance, Leadership and Management
2.      Clinical Monitoring, Evaluation and Feedback
3.      Clinical Systems and Integration
4.      Workforce
5.      Consumer and Community Engagement

The framework is drive by the VAHS vision to create and inspire healthy Aboriginal people and
families through culturally safe quality and effective community health services, education and
training.
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To enhance the development of the VAHS leadership model, a new role of Executive Manager,
People and Culture was established, the role is to increase the cultural and community awareness
capability of the human resource function to drive a workplace culture to be proud of with
understanding of and meeting the needs of our Community. The the leadership model was further
enhance by the engagement of specialist staff to add value to and support the VAHS human
resources capabilities.

A whole of organisation review of policies and procedures was conducted. As part of this process,
it was recognised there was a need to establish an organisation-wide Policy Working Group, which
is now operational. This working group is a key advisory body to Senior Management and the
Board on policy matters. A report from the review was tabled in June 2020. The recommendations
establish a policy framework and road map for work being undertaken on whole of organisation,
human resources, workplace health and safety and other policy areas specific to service delivery.
For example: Medical, Dental. All of these policies are being reviewed to align with best practice
and relevant accreditation standards.

VAHS is committed to the ongoing focus and improvements of the Medicare Benefits Schedule.
More recently a working group has been established to focus on improving Medicare claiming
among clinicians, and collaboration between staff to achieve the best results. We continue to
invoice for allied health service and NDIS service and have agreements for a number of new
service providers.

"Thank you VAHS. Still Caring for the Community" 
- Lidia Thorpe

 



At VAHS we work in a coordinated approach to ensure service and program delivery follows a

holistic and wrap around approach to health care. 

VAHS has developed and fostered partnerships to strengthen an integrated approach to health

care and services provided to our Community.

VAHS is involved in broader discussions with stakeholders and external services, including

Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations, Government departments, local council groups,

schools, universities, social enterprises, hospitals and other health care services.
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Strenthening our approach 
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