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About our artwork

The artwork that features on the cover and throughout 
the RAP was designed by Gary Saunders, a proud 
Bangerang, Yorta Yorta, Wiradjuri and Dja Dja man born 
in Mooroopna. Gary is an artist, graphic designer and a 
musician.

In Gary’s words “the artwork design represents the 
three major sites of Austin Health, the large circle the 
main site, while the other circles the smaller sites. The 
staff are represented by the symbols around the 
outside of the large circle. The lines within each circle 
are the clients, while in between each of the circles we 
see the pathways of teaching and research that link 
each of the sites and contribute to high quality 
person-centred care. 

The different designs throughout the ‘site circles’ 
represent the many services and programs that Austin 
Health provides for the community”. 

The background design represents collaboration as 
Gary worked together with children from the Austin 
childcare centre on this design. The background 
artwork has been drawn by the children and their 
footprints and handprints show the strength and 
future of Austin Health.

RECONCILIATION ACTION PLAN 2019-20

1



A message from our CEO   3

A message from Reconciliation Australia  4

Our business   6

Providing a safe and welcoming place of care  7

Building a career, caring for Community  10 

Our RAP   11

Our Reconciliation Action Plan commitments  12

Contents

Artist Gary Saunders working with children from Austin Childcare to create our RAP artwork.

RECONCILIATION ACTION PLAN 2019-20

2



I’m delighted to present Austin Health’s first 
Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP).

While this is the first time we’ve formalised our 
commitment to reconciliation, we’ve always been 
focused on what we can do to improve Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples’ access to culturally-safe 
health care and employment. We’ve demonstrated this 
commitment in a number of ways, such as our 
Aboriginal Employment Plan, the Ngarra Jarra 
Aboriginal Health Program and Closing the Gap 
Committee.

Our RAP outlines a clear set of actions that we’ll 
implement over the next 12 months. The plan provides 
a framework for how we’ll embrace reconciliation and 
ensure that our commitments are embedded right 
across our business. We’ll monitor and report our 
progress so we’re accountable for doing what we say 
we will and delivering outcomes to the people and 
communities that we serve.

Reconciliation at Austin Health is a journey and the 
actions contained in this RAP are just the beginning. 
They’re the foundations on which future RAPs will be 
developed to help us further improve the care and 
connection Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples have to our health service. Key to our success 
will be building long-term and respectful relationships 
with Aboriginal organisations and communities, and 
providing opportunities to be involved in our 
organisation and influence our patient-centred 
approach. Listening to and understanding the needs of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander patients, 
employees, families and communities will also be 
critical so we can provide better support and ensure 
Austin Health is a culturally-safe environment for all.

Many of our staff — including Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander staff — contributed to the development 
of our RAP and many have committed to taking 
ownership of the actions. Throughout the consultation 
process it was clear that our staff wanted us to do 
more to broaden our commitment and deepen our 
partnership and collaboration with Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples, organisations and 
communities. A key theme was that reconciliation is 
best achieved when we do it together. This is clearly 
reflected in our RAP.

I’m excited by the opportunities and challenges that lie 
ahead, and I look forward to monitoring and reporting 
on our progress over the next 12 months and beyond.

A message from our CEO

Sue Shilbury
Chief Executive Officer
Austin Health
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Reconciliation Australia is delighted to welcome Austin 
Health to the Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) program 
and to formally endorse its inaugural Reflect RAP.

As a member of the RAP community, Austin Health 
joins over 1,000 dedicated corporate, government, and 
not-for-profit organisations that have formally 
committed to reconciliation through the RAP program 
since its inception in 2006. RAP organisations across 
Australia are turning good intentions into positive 
actions, helping to build higher trust, lower prejudice, 
and increase pride in Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander cultures.

Reconciliation is no one single issue or agenda. Based 
on international research and benchmarking, 
Reconciliation Australia defines and measures 
reconciliation through five critical dimensions: race 
relations; equality and equity, institutional integrity; 
unity; and historical acceptance. All sections of the 
community—governments, civil society, the private 
sector, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities—have a role to play to progress these 
dimensions.

The RAP program provides a framework for 
organisations to advance reconciliation within their 
spheres of influence. This Reflect RAP provides Austin 
Health a roadmap to begin its reconciliation journey. 

Through implementing a Reflect RAP, Austin Health will 
lay the foundations for future RAPs and reconciliation 
initiatives.

We wish Austin Health well as it takes these first 
critical steps in its reconciliation journey. We 
encourage the organisation to embrace this journey 
with open hearts and minds, to grow from the 
challenges, and to build on the successes. As the 
Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation reminded the 
nation in its final report:

“Reconciliation is hard work—it’s a long, winding and 
corrugated road, not a broad, paved highway. 
Determination and effort at all levels of government and 
in all sections of the community will be essential to make 
reconciliation a reality.”

On behalf of Reconciliation Australia, I commend 
Austin Health on its first RAP, and look forward to 
following its ongoing reconciliation journey.

A message from Reconciliation Australia

Karen Mundine
Chief Executive Officer
Reconciliation Australia
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Austin Health is one of Australia’s major health 
services based in Melbourne’s north-east. Our aim is to 
deliver high quality, safe, person-centred care and an 
environment where our staff feel valued, supported and 
motivated to bring their best every day. 

We provide quality care across our sites — Austin 
Hospital, Royal Talbot Rehabilitation Centre, Heidelberg 
Repatriation Hospital and the Olivia Newton-John 
Cancer, Wellness and Research Centre — as well as in 
the community and at home. 

We have a reputation as a leading specialist tertiary 
and quaternary health service. We’re internationally 
recognised as a centre of excellence for hospital-based 
teaching and we’re specialists in cancer, infectious 
diseases, obesity, intensive care medicine, neurology, 
endocrinology, mental health and rehabilitation. We 
provide specialist state-wide services including the 
Victorian Spinal Cord Service, Victorian Respiratory 
Service, Victorian Liver Transplant Service, Acquired 
Brain Injury Unit, Child Mental Health Inpatient Unit, 
Austin Toxicology service, Victorian Poisons 
Information Centre, Psychological Trauma and 
Recovery Service.

Last financial year we handled 114,940 inpatient 
admissions, 87,556 emergency presentations, and 
29,722 operations and procedures. We employ close to 
9,000 people, 32 of which are Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander peoples, and we’re supported by some 425 
volunteers.

Over the next five years we’ll pursue our vision of 
shaping the future through exceptional care, discovery 
and learning. We’ll achieve this through the 
implementation of our 2018-22 Strategic Plan which 
focuses on three key pillars: Partnerships, 
Transformation and Growth. 

Our RAP is aligned to these focus areas through 
strengthened partnerships with Victorian Aboriginal 
organisations and communities, increasing the 
number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
employed across our sites, and ensuring that more 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff, patients and 
families feel culturally-safe at Austin Health.

Our business
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Julie Peers is a Ngemba woman and an elder within the 
Victorian Aboriginal Community. Julie is one of the 
Stolen Generations and throughout her life has faced 
challenges including neglect, abuse, poverty and 
trauma. 

Julie (who prefers we don’t call her Aunty) can still 
remember her terror hiding from authorities before she 
was taken from her mum at just three. By age 15, she 
had been through 14 schools and many foster homes 
and institutions. 

The trauma Julie experienced is similar to other 
Aboriginal people, which leads to worse physical and 
mental health than most other Australians. 

Julie built a secure and happy life for herself. She 
married, bought a house and established a business 
selling Aboriginal art — the first in Melbourne owned 
and run by an Aboriginal person. She was awarded a 
bronze medallion by the Lord Mayor of Melbourne for 
services in retail and tourism. Julie worked hard to 
send her boys to a private school. 

For the last 30 years, Julie has been involved in 
community work and advocating for the Aboriginal 
Community. Julie worked for the Department of Premier 
and Cabinet and was on the Victorian Aboriginal Health 
Consultative Committee along with Uncle Kevin 
Coombs, the patron of Austin Health’s Closing the Gap
Steering Committee.

In 2004 Julie said her life fell apart. “I started to feel 
weak and sick” Julie says. She was diagnosed with liver 
disease and was referred to Austin Health’s statewide 
Liver Transplant Unit (LTU). She says that she may 
never have made it to that first appointment but for 
two things: her own determination to trust the hospital 
for the sake of her boys, and Cath Bradley — a social 
worker for the LTU. 

Cath was able to gain Julie’s trust and support her 
through the liver transplant, and help Julie overcome 
her distrust of social workers and institutions.
“Cath is the reason I’m alive today,” Julie says. “She 
made me feel so welcome.”

 

Not everyone with a history of trauma has positive 
experiences of healthcare. After being sexually abused 
as a child in institutional care, Julie’s brother took his 
life at 51. 

“He could never trust institutions or doctors. He had 
some polyps removed but he couldn’t bring himself to 
go to the follow-up appointment. By the time he did, he 
had final stage bowel cancer. He was just 41kg when he 
took his own life,” Julie says.

Julie believes trauma is often overlooked when 
assessing Aboriginal people’s primary and secondary 
health needs.

“It’s so important to have good cultural inclusiveness 
training. Here, the Ngarra Jarra [Aboriginal Health] team 
follow up with patients if they don’t show up. It’s about 
really, really making people feel safe,” she says.

“Once someone identifies as Aboriginal, you have to be 
very deliberate in making sure that they don’t feel 
shame,” Julie says.

Julie hopes that our RAP gives non-Aboriginal people a 
greater understanding of how Aboriginal people’s 
traumatic past has impacted their lives. Along with 
better staff training in cultural awareness, she’d like to 
see more employment and training opportunities for 
Aboriginal people. 

“I’m invested in this RAP as the Austin has given me a 
second chance of life“ Julie says.

Julie has been a patient of Austin Health since 2004. 
She’s well known and much loved by patients and staff 
alike, and is widely esteemed as an important cultural 
ambassador.

Julie says there are a number of significant Aboriginal 
people who have received organ transplants, specialist 
spinal care and cancer treatment at Austin Health. 

“I want the community to know that the Austin is a safe 
place”. 

Providing a safe and welcoming place of care
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Tya is a Gunditjmara and Wotjobaluk woman from her 
dad’s side of the family. She grew up on Wathaurung 
Country, in Geelong, and always had strong ties with 
that community.

Today Tya is an occupational therapist (OT) at Austin 
Health, a career she chose because of two key 
influences: her mum’s career in nursing and her 
Aboriginal heritage.

“I found it confronting, seeing community members 
that were so ill and dying so young. I wanted to do my 
part to support and build up Aboriginal health, and give 
back to a community that has always given so much to 
me,”

“My pop came and lived with us after he was diagnosed 
with prostate cancer. I saw how the OTs came to us at 
home, and linked him with some of the Aboriginal 
services available.”

Despite Tya and her family living three hours away from 
Horsham, local OTs connected them into the 
Wotjobaluk community and Aboriginal health services, 
who were able to provide a range of support, from 
equipment to culturally-appropriate end-of-life care for 
her pop.

“They were also able to support my family in Horsham, 
especially my nan — and they were able to take a more 
culturally-sensitive approach,” Tya says.

The experience of that care left a deep impression on 
Tya. It led her to become an OT and fuelled her passion 
for strengthening the links Aboriginal people who are 
patients at Austin Health have to culturally-safe and 
appropriate services.

“I want to do my bit to spread awareness of the services 
that are available outside of Austin Health to our 
Aboriginal patients — places like VAHS [the Victorian 
Aboriginal Health Service], which is there to support 
Aboriginal people,” Tya says.

“It’s my way of doing my bit to improve cultural 
training and awareness.”

Tya is a member of Austin Health’s Closing the Gap 
committee, which works to improve health outcomes 
for Aboriginal patients, and won a scholarship to the 
2018 National Indigenous Allied Health Conference. 
She has also attended Austin Health’s first networking 
event for Aboriginal staff, which was held in December 
last year.

“I wasn’t aware that I was working with other people 
who were Aboriginal until then. It’s building my network 
and community connections around here. I think that it 
creates a culturally safe space that will encourage 
other people to join Austin Health.”

Building a career, caring for Community
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Our RAP formalises our commitment to improving 
health outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples and advancing their employment and 
development opportunities. 

Our overarching goal is to be a leader in Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander health care. We recognise we have 
much to achieve and our first RAP allows us to 
formalise our approach, demonstrate our 
commitments and monitor and measure our 
performance. 

We’ve implemented a range of initiatives in the past 
that have focused on improving health care and 
outcomes and the employment experience.

•   In 2016 we developed an Aboriginal Employment Plan 
    to help ensure that we provide a wide variety of 
    employment opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres 
    Strait Islander people.

•   We celebrate NAIDOC Week through a range of 
    activities across our sites and last year provided 
    Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff with leave 
    to attend the NAIDOC march.

•   We established the Ngarra Jarra Aboriginal Health 
    Program which provides culturally-appropriate 
    support and advice to patients and staff.

•   We established our Closing the Gap committee 
    whose focus is to help achieve equity in health 
    status. 

•   We joined the Victorian Aboriginal Graduate 
    Cadetship Network. 

While the development of this RAP has been 
championed by our executive team — who’ll continue to 
take a leadership role in our reconciliation journey — a 
number of areas across the organisation will be 
accountable for delivering against the commitments 
that we’ve made. 

Our people were involved in the development of our RAP 
through a series of internal consultation sessions. 
More than 40 staff attended, including Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander staff, medical staff, clinical 
education leads as well as representatives from 
nursing, social work, childcare, patient services, 
spiritual care, procurement and supply, physiotherapy, 
patient experience, access and care co-ordination, 
people and culture, and corporate communications.

Our sites are located on the land of the Wurundjeri 
people and we have consulted with the Wurundjeri 
Land Council as part of the development of this RAP. 
Through this process we’ve commenced building 
trusting and respectful relationships that we hope will 
lead to ongoing and sustainable partnerships. We’re 
also grateful for the input we received from one of our 
patients in the development of our RAP.  

The development of our RAP was informed and 
enhanced by the work of our RAP Reference Group. 
The group includes members from the executive team, 
nursing, medical, procurement and supply, and our 
Ngarra Jarra Aboriginal Health Program. Following the 
launch of the plan, the group will transition to the 
Austin Health RAP Working Group and will be 
responsible for monitoring and measuring our 
progress over the next 12 months.
 

Our RAP
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Relationships
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Action Deliverable Timeline Responsibility

1. Establish a RAP working group Transition the RAP Reference Group which was established 
to support the development of the RAP to a Working Group 
focused on implementation 

July 2019 Chief Financial Officer

Working Group to meet three times during the period of the 
current RAP

July 2020

Maintain Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander representation
on the RAP Working group 

July 2020

2. Support National Reconciliation 
     Week 

Encourage and support staff to attend a NRW events May 2020 Director Communications

Circulate Reconciliation Australia’s NRW resources and 
reconciliation materials to staff 

May 2020 Director Communications

Ensure RAP Working Group participates in an external event 
to recognise and celebrate NRW 

May 2020

3. Strengthening relationships 
     with Aboriginal organisations 
     and communities

Identify key relationships that can support the 
implementation of current and future RAPs 

September 2019 Director Allied Health

Identify and strengthen relationships with key local Aboriginal 
organisations particularly those with a health focus or service

July 2020

Build relationships with communities and Elders to help 
identify and understand the needs of patients, families, 
employees and the broader community 

July 2020Research best practice and principles that support 
partnerships with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
stakeholders and organisations 

March 2020

4. Raise internal awareness of 
     our RAP

Develop and implement a communication plan to raise 
awareness among all staff about our RAP commitments. 

August 2019 Director Communications

Develop and implement a plan to engage and inform key 
internal stakeholders of their responsibilities within our RAP 

August 2019

Chief Financial Officer

Chief Financial Officer

Chief Financial Officer

Director Allied Health

Director Allied Health

Director Allied Health

Chief Financial Officer
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Action Deliverable Timeline Responsibility

5. Demonstrate respect to 
     Aboriginal and Torres Strait
     Islander peoples by observing 
     cultural protocols

Ensure that staff inductions and orientations will comply 
with protocols around Welcome to Country and 
Acknowledgement of Traditional Owner protocols

August 2019 Chief People and Culture
Officer

Executive to agree key meetings where Acknowledgement 
of Traditional Owners must occur

Communicate the protocols to all staff  

6. Increase participation in 
     NAIDOC Week 

Raise awareness and share information among our staff of 
the meaning of NAIDOC Week, including information about 
the local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and 
communities

July 2019 &
July 2020

Director Communications

Provide Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff with leave 
to attend the NAIDOC March

Director Employee Relations, 
Diversity & Inclusion

Ensure senior managers are engaged in internal NAIDOC 
week activities

Encourage all staff to wear Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander pins/flags

Introduce our staff to NAIDOC Week by holding NAIDOC 
events across all Austin Health sites

Include local Elders in NAIDOC celebrations at the 
Childcare/Early Learning Centre

Ensure our RAP Working Group participates in an external 
NAIDOC Week event

7. Establish a welcoming 
    environment

Develop a welcoming environment across Austin Health 
sites by continuing to look at Acknowledgement of 
Traditional Owner signs, artwork, flags, banners and other 
opportunities to help Aboriginal staff, patients and visitors 
feel welcome

Improved signage to promote waiting rooms and services 
for Aboriginal patients

December 2019

Chief Executive Officer

Chief People and Culture
Officer

Director Allied Health

Director Childcare

Director Corporate Support

August 2019

August 2019

Develop an understanding of the local Traditional Owners
or Custodians of the lands and waters within our 
organisation’s operational area

Consider the location and environment of the Ngarra Jarra 
program

Consider the Ngarra Jarra space/room for patients and 
families to retreat, wait and reflect

8. Cultural awareness/safety 
     training

Develop an online training module to support frontline staff 
to ask the identification question in a culturally safe and 
appropriate manner

November 2019 Director Clinical Education

Refine and review current online training package and 
incorporate it into the mandatory induction training 
packages

December 2019

Conduct a review of cultural awareness training needs 
within Austin Health and develop an education plan for 
staff to support improved education and awareness

December 2019

Face-to-face training for our senior staff to create strong 
buy-in and understanding from the top down

January 2020

Bring in Elders to share their stories to increase staff 
awareness and understanding of local histories and 
heritage

October 2019 &
May 2020

Director Clinical Education

Local community/patient/staff stories in newsletters and 
internal communication channels that help people 
engage at the individual and community level

July 2020 Director Communications

March 2020 Director Allied Health

July 2019 &
July 2020

July 2019 &
July 2020

July 2019 &
July 2020

July 2019 &
July 2020

July 2019 &
July 2020

July 2019 &
July 2020

July 2020

March 2020

March 2020

Director Employee Relations, 
Diversity & Inclusion

Director Employee Relations, 
Diversity & Inclusion

Chief Financial Officer

Chief Financial Officer

Director Capital Works

Director Capital Works

Director Employee Relations, 
Diversity & Inclusion

Director Employee Relations, 
Diversity & Inclusion

Director Employee Relations, 
Diversity & Inclusion

Respect
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Opportunities

Governance

Action Deliverable Timeline Responsibility

9. Increase Aboriginal and 
    Torres Strait Islander 
    employment

Increase the current number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander employees by 10 per cent

July 2020 Director Employee Relations,
Diversity & Inclusion

Provide a program for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students and school leavers who are interested in 
pursuing a career in health.

December 2019

Establish an Aboriginal Employees’ Network so employees 
can network with their peers and create connections with 
each other

July 2019

Scope the appointment of an Aboriginal Employment Officer 
as a dedicated position supporting Aboriginal recruitment 
and retention

December 2019

Create four intern positions across Austin Health July 2020 Chief People and Culture 
Officer

Review the current resourcing of the AHLO service against 
patient and family needs

December 2019

10. Increase Aboriginal and 
     Torres Strait Islander 
     procurement

Contact our supplier base to understand the policies, 
processes and initiatives they have in place to support 
reconciliation

December 2019 Director Supply & Contracts

Communicate across Austin Health what our suppliers are 
doing to support reconciliation

January 2020

Develop a business case for procurement from Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander owned businesses that identify 
ways for local Aboriginal businesses to become an Austin 
Health supplier

February 2020Investigate Supply Nation membership

February 2020

Director Clinical Education

Director Allied Health

Director Employee Relations,
Diversity & Inclusion

Director Employee Relations,
Diversity & Inclusion

Director Supply & Contracts

Director Supply & Contracts

Director Supply & Contracts

Action Deliverable Timeline Responsibility

11. Build support for the RAP Define resource needs for RAP development and 
implementation

September 2019 Chief Financial Officer

Define systems and capability needs to track, measure and 
report on RAP activities

September 2019

Complete the annual RAP Impact Measurement 
Questionnaire and submit to Reconciliation Australia

September 2019 & 
September 2020

12. Review and refresh RAP Liaise with Reconciliation Australia to develop our second 
RAP based on learnings, challenges and achievements

March 2020

Submit draft RAP to Reconciliation Australia for review April 2020

Submit draft RAP to Reconciliation Australia for formal 
endorsement

July 2020

Chief Financial Officer

Chief Financial Officer

Chief Financial Officer

Chief Financial Officer

Chief Financial Officer
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Austin Health
145 Studley Road
Heidelberg VIC 3084

 austin.org.au

Contact:
Director Employee Relations,
Diversity & Inclusion
9496 5000
diversity&inclusion@austin.org.au

Austin Health would like to thank the following people for their support
in the development of our RAP:

•   Gary Saunders for the artwork and Graphic Design
•   The Austin Childcare Centre for their contribution 
    to the artwork 
•  James Henry and Ti�any Garvie for the photography
•  Julie Peers for our patient story
•  Tya Fry for our sta� story.


