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About us
Defence Families of Australia (DFA) is the official group appointed by
the Government to represent the views of Defence Families. Its aim is to
inform the Government and Defence of the needs of ADF families.
The DFA team are all family of current serving members.
DFA is independent of Defence.

dfa.org.au
National Office
BP35-3-077
35 Brindabella Circuit
Canberra Airport ACT 2609
convenor@dfa.org.au

© 2022 This publication is subject to copyright.

No part may be reproduced without permission from Defence Families of Australia (DFA).

Images in this report are used from the Defence Image Library © Commonwealth of Australia 2022 and from DFA’s own
collection.

We acknowledge the Traditional Owners of Country across Australia on which we live and work, and pay our respect to them,
their culture, and Elders past and present.
ABN 27 688 368 241
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Glossary
ADF		

The Australian Defence Force

Defence

Department of Defence

DFA		

Defence Families of Australia

DHA 		

Defence Housing Authority

DMFS		
		

Defence Member and Family Support (formerly Defence Community 		
Organisation)

DRHM

Defence Relocations and Housing Manager

DSNSG

Defence Special Needs Support Group

DSM 		

Defence School Mentor

E&IG 		

Estate and Infrastructure Group

ESO/VSO

Ex-Service Organisations/Veterans Service Organisations

FLO 		

Family Liaison Officer

FSFP 		

Family Support Funding Program

MWD(U)

Member with Dependants (Unaccompanied)

PCMCC

Posting Cycle Movements Coordination Cell

RA 		

Rental Assistance

REDLO

Regional Education Defence Liaison Officer

RLLT 		

Remote Location Leave Travel

SADFO

Senior Australian Defence Force Officer

SR 		

Service Residence
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DFA Charter

Charter of Defence Families of Australia
Defence Families of Australia (DFA) is an autonomous organisation that is to perform the following
tasks:

1. PROVIDE ADVICE TO THE MINISTER AND CDF
To provide advice to the Minister responsible for Defence personnel, the Chief of the Defence Force and
the relevant arms of the Australian Defence Organisation and stakeholders, on matters affecting
Australian Defence Force (ADF) members and their families, in order to inform policy development and
decision making.

2. PROVIDE A RECOGNISED FORUM FOR DEFENCE FAMILIES
To provide a forum through which ADF members and their families can raise issues affecting them
individually or collectively; to assist families in contacting the appropriate persons or bodies on an issue;
and to advocate on behalf of individual ADF families or ADF families as a whole in order to promote
outcomes that are beneficial to both the family and the ADF.

3. INFORM DEFENCE FAMILIES
To assist the families of ADF members who seek its help with advocacy to obtain information on the
benefits and assistance available to them from Defence, their rights and responsibilities and the
Defence policies that affect them. This may include DFA assisting Defence and other relevant
stakeholders in their efforts to inform all families of these benefits, assistance, rights and responsibilities,
and policies – and any changes to them.
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From the Defence Family Advocate
Dear Defence families,
What a year.
In 2021 our Defence community have faced a set of challenges
and events unmatched in recent memory.

To meet the evolving and growing challenges faced by Defence
members and their families, DFA are undertaking significant
reform to ensure we are as effective as possible at addressing
those hurdles. Subscribe to our newsletter to keep up to date on
these changes.

Right now, the Australian Defence community face our biggest
set of stressors in a generation. For many Defence families it has
been bushfires, Covid Assist, the Royal Commission, the Brereton
Report and the evacuation from Afghanistan, let alone home
schooling and increased isolation from our extended families in
many cases. The whole country is carrying more than normal
on their shoulders, but many Defence families bear additional
weight. So DFA’s work is more important than ever.

The culture we aspire to:

In 2021, Defence Families of Australia (DFA) marked our 35th
anniversary. As the Ministerially appointed group representing
the interests of the families of current serving Australian Defence
Force (ADF) members, DFA has impacted every aspect of
Defence life in that time. The official advisors to Government and
Defence, DFA advocates for ongoing improvement in policy and
practical support. Our aim is to reduce the negative impacts
of military service on ADF families, and to support the positive
aspects of this unique Defence lifestyle.

•

Defence families “serve secondhand”. There is no ADF family who
hasn’t sacrificed in some capacity to support the military service
of their loved one. Due to the nature of military service, we will
never completely remove all potential hurdles or stressors for
Defence families. But we can reduce the height of those hurdles,
reduce how often they appear in our paths, and prepare families
to leap them. If these goals can be realised, we will see better
outcomes for families, for ADF members and veterans, and for
Defence and Government alike.
There is a growing body of research and evidence to show just
how critical families are to supporting military capability. ADF
members perform better and serve longer when their family is
happy, well and stable. With the recent announcement of the
intended growth of the ADF, getting the family piece as close to
right as possible will make the difference between meeting this
commitment or not.

•
•
•
•

•

Fosters a clear, shared mission and sense of purpose
Sets clear goals and shares those goals with the Defence
Community
Approaches advocacy with evidence-based business cases
Adopts a long-term view to enable planning and advocacy
for larger, complex issues. While taking on the short-term
wins.
Seeks diversity within the organisation and its representative
views.
Takes care of our staff – walking the talk.

We would encourage you all to look at the DFA website to
familiarise yourself with your local National Delegate, to look at
the resources available to families, and to share your feedback
with DFA. Your input shapes our advocacy and all of the support
services offered to families. You can also follow the latest news
and share your feedback via social media: Facebook, Instagram,
LinkedIn and Twitter.
The more we as families engage with the system, the better
feedback it receives and the better the services and support.
After all, it’s tailored for us. DFA want to hear about your
experience with these services, and what more you would like to
see to support your family.
We hope that you can spend the holiday season together with
your loved ones this year, for some for the first time in several
years.
Thank you for your service.

2021 highlights
• Advocated for the removal of restrictions on families
relocating with their ADF member to VIC and WA.

• Influenced the evaluation of child support programs in 2020,
which recommended the existing Defence School Mentor
(DSM) program be enhanced and expanded.

• Advocated for a review of conditions of service associated
with a breakdown of partnership to consider whether current
housing, removal and travel benefits for families in this
situation are suitable.

• Lunge for Legacy – four members of the team raised $592, did
5,150 lunges or similar reps.
• Some of us took on the second annual Bravery Trek, to raise
awareness and funds for veteran injured during service who
are facing financial hardship.

Sandi Laaksonen-Sherrin
Defence Family Advocate of Australia
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Our team
Contacts details for all staff are available at our website at www.dfa.org.au
The Defence Family Advocate (formerly the National Convenor)
Sandi Laaksonen-Sherrin
National Communications Officer
Michelle Hoare (to SEP 2021) and Melody Song (from NOV 2021)
National Project Officer
Kathryn Edwards (OCT 2021)
Projects and Policy Officer
Chantel Williams (NOV 2021)
Project Officer Employment
Nejula Blake (to JUN 2021)
National Delegates

ACT and Southern NSW
Victoria Dixon
Central and Northern NSW
Victoria Holland
Northern Queensland
Chandell Derham (to DEC 2021) and Larissa Ostermann (from MAY 2021)
Southern Queensland
Sarah Felber (to MAY 2021) and Monique Suters (from MAY 2021)
Western Australia
Patricia Dodds (to AUG 2021) and Emma Milton (from OCT 2021)
South Australia
Keely Marrs
Victoria and Tasmania
Gabrielle Sasse
Northern Territory and Kimberley
Jessica Hanison (to NOV 2021) and Masela Draper (from OCT 2021)
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Regional updates
ACT and NSW

I first joined Defence Families of Australia in early 2017 as the
National Delegate for Western Australia. When the opportunity
arose last year to come back to DFA as the ND in the ACT and
Southern NSW region, I jumped at the chance to return to the
team and contribute to the outstanding work DFA does on
behalf of ADF families.

These factors in combination with the strict zoning of ACT schools
and the Christmas shutdown period caused significant stress to
families. The Defence School Mentor program is highly valued
and supported by families throughout the region. The EDLO
position has recently been filled, further strengthening the DSM
program.

Over the past year, I have continued to maintain the strong
relationships developed by my predecessor with the Defence
community in the region.

Several FLO positions have been vacant for most of this year
and the absence is keenly felt by families and partners seeking
opportunities to engage. The FLO at Bandiana has done an
outstanding job in covering multiple regions, organising events
in person and on line throughout lockdowns and across state
borders. I attended the soft opening of the Nowra Veterans
Wellness Centre in May, an excellent initiative that will bring
additional services such as employment, social connection and
support to veterans and families in the Shoalhaven.

I’d like to thank our key stakeholders, organisations and
Command in the region who support our Defence families. I
appreciate the opportunity you give me to voice concerns, and
the assistance you provide in seeking positive outcomes for
some of the complex advocacy cases I have presented.
To the families in my region, I thank you for reaching out and
trusting me with your feedback. I hope I have managed to play
some small part in assisting to navigate a slightly smoother
journey for those of you that have reached out for assistance,
information and advocacy.
The ACT and Southern NSW region encompasses Canberra and
the surrounding area, Nowra, Wagga Wagga, as well as AlburyWodonga. The three services are present across the region, and
include training, headquarters and operational units.
The last 12 months have been extraordinary as the COVID
pandemic continues to impact every part of our lives. I continued
to meet monthly with key stakeholders, such as TOLL and Defence
Housing Australia, and these meetings and relationships are
essential to my role to enable effective advocacy for families.
Partner employment remains a key area of concern, particularly
in the Nowra and Wagga Wagga areas. DFA has made some
important contributions over the past few years in this space, and
it’s the collective collaboration with our stakeholders that enable
us to continue this work.
The Puckapunyal Housing Trial which DFA advocated for has
been expanded to other areas around the country. This is
an excellent progression, and an acknowledgement of the
challenges ADF partners can face in securing meaningful
employment, particularly outside of metropolitan areas. DMFS
reflected this same consideration in the increased eligibility
period of the DMFS Partner Employment Assistance Program,
from 12 months to the length of posting.
A shortage of Service Residences and the difficulty in securing
RA properties, especially during the peak posting period is
an ongoing issue for families posted to the Canberra region.
Delays in housing and proof of address further complicate the
enrolment of Defence children into the public school system.
Students miss out on programs (talented sport/STEM) due to
missing application due dates and these programs are often full
before students have been able to enrol at the school.

The peak posting cycle of 20/21 was unlike any other. Frequent
and rapid changes to border closures, permissions and
quarantine restrictions affected Defence movement plans
considerably. DFA was a key point of communication, information
and advocacy throughout the cycle. We worked closely with
Defence and stakeholders to minimise the negative effects
to families and to be a source of accurate information. We
contributed considerable practical feedback to all agencies
during and after the posting cycle, and continue to do so as the
21/22 peak posting cycle begins.
Unfortunately, due to COVID restrictions, I was unable to travel
much in the region this year. Consistent communication and
engagement with families and Defence is crucial, and the use of
online tools has been variable in its effectiveness.
When restrictions allowed, I was able to attend family events in
Nowra, Wagga Wagga and Canberra, as well as present DFA to
various Command and welfare briefings.
The community centres in the region, Duntroon Community
Centre, Shoalhaven Defence Families Association, The RANCH
and Bandiana House have also seen their programs and services
affected by COVID. Each one has pivoted in various ways to
deliver diverse and relevant opportunities to keep families and
partners informed, engaged and supported.

Victoria Dixon
National Delegate – ACT and NSW

Defence Families of Australia Year in Review 2021

9

Northern Territory and Kimberley region

The Northern Territory (NT) Defence region consists of multiple
bases for all three Australian Defence Force (ADF) services.
Larrakeyah Defence Precinct, Defence Establishment Berrimah,
and the Joint Defence Facility at Pine Gap (Alice Springs) are
joint force bases. The Army operates mainly from Larrakeyah
and Robertson Barracks (Darwin), the Navy is based at HMAS
Coonawarra (Darwin) and the Air Force operates from RAAF
Base Darwin and RAAF Base Tindal (Katherine) with a Norforce
presence in the Kimberley region.
It has been a busy year for DFA and the Defence Community
in the NT. Most NT regional stakeholder engagement remains
face to face, as does community engagement. While the
unpredictable nature of COVID has seen the intermittent
implementation of restrictions, fortunately all restrictions have
been for a limited period of time.
We began 2021 with our ‘Welcome to the Top End’ event, held at
the Darwin Convention Centre in February and hosted by Defence
Member and Family Support (DMFS), the Australian Army, and
Royal Australian Air Force. This is an extremely popular and useful
event for Defence families who reside in, or have relocated to
the NT. The event offers families an opportunity to gain insight
into what organisations, stakeholders, and support services are
available to them in the region.
The geographical location of the NT presents some unique
challenges for members and their families, which are brought
up regularly in meetings with families. Isolation from extended
family and friends due to distance, time and cost of travel has
had an impact on mental health and has increased pressures
on relationships. It also has caused challenges for maintaining
custodial arrangements for some blended families. The support
of the local community is therefore very important to those that
move here.
The Defence community in the Northern Territory is well
supported with a number of community centres and
neighbourhood houses at various locations, providing a base
from which community groups are able to offer an array
of activities such as coffee mornings, exercise classes and
playgroups.
Realising that Defence families differ in their make-up,
community groups also provide off site activities and classes in
order to appeal to a wider range of individuals within the Defence
community. DFA NT will continue to collaborate with community
groups across the Territory, and feedback the needs of families to
ensure appropriate engagement activities are available. DFA will
also advocate for an appropriate community centre location for
RAAF base Darwin and the families attached.
Another issue that is raised regularly is the access to specialised
medical services. This continues to be a hurdle, particularly for
families living in Katherine/Tindal or the Kimberley region, who
are required sometimes to travel long distances to appropriate
medical specialists and allied health services, where they
sometimes do not have family support.

For Defence families with special needs, the distances may
also impede diagnostic processes and/or treatment options.
The continued support and work by the Defence Special Needs
Support Group is invaluable to these families.
DFA NT will continue to advocate for the improvement of medical
access for geographically isolated Defence families within the
NT by working collaboratively with the Defence Special Needs
Support Group as well as Federal and Territory governments.
Communication between Defence and families continues to be
a barrier, and families frequently turn towards unofficial social
media channels to keep themselves informed. While helpful, this
can also result in the unintended spread of misinformation and
outdated advice.
DFA continues to educate families on the availability of ForceNet
as a means of communication with Defence organisations and
their member units, as well as encouraging units to engage with
their ForceNet platforms to encourage active member and family
interaction and supply information, where applicable.
As Defence tempo within the state is consistently high, it is
important for families to be prepared for the unique challenges
they may face. Currently DMFS offers programs such as KidSmart
and FamilySmart, however families are keen to have these
programs accessible online as often time constraints impact the
ability for in person attendance. DFA NT will continue to advocate
for the expansion of virtual education and support programs to
assist Defence families in building a resilience toolkit.
As the newly appointed National Delegate for DFA in the
Northern Territory, I am looking forward to fostering collaborative
relationships within the NT Defence community. As well as
working with families and stakeholders to help shape and
develop quality education and support for all Defence families,
within my region and nationally.

Masela Draper
National Delegate – NT and Kimberley
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Northern Queensland

I would like to begin by acknowledging the incredible
opportunity given to me as the new National Delegate for
Northern Queensland. My time so far has only further clarified
the uniqueness of our region and the potential that exists within
it to act as a catalyst for change for all defence families across
Australia.
My interactions across the region have revealed the diverse
makeup of ADF families, and I believe this ever-evolving diversity
of families, dynamics and makeup will need to be accounted for
by defence in future policy changes.

Through The Oasis -Townsville I am involved in the development
of Operation Navigator along with a range of Ex-Service
Organisations, veterans, current serving members and
representatives from HQ 3rd Brigade and HQ 27th Squadron.
Operation Navigator focuses on the formulation of resources to
help assist the chain of command in Townsville to better prepare
soldiers, sailors and aviators for life after the ADF.

I am looking forward to my tenure and the future opportunities to
interact with our families and key stakeholders across Northern
Queensland.
It is important to note
that my interaction with
the further northern
regions of Cairns, Tully
and Weipa has been
limited. I look forward
to meeting as many
families as possible
when the opportunity
presents itself to visit.
Although I may not
physically be able to
visit, I encourage all families regardless of location to contact me
with any issues they have so that I can continue to advocate for
the issues affecting our entire region.
Since starting in early April, the enormity of the role dawned on
me and the need to effectively allocate my time to primarily
focus on three areas – relationship building, transitions and
family readiness.
Relationship building
I have placed an emphasis on connecting with key regional
stakeholders and establishing my presence in the role. I have
paid particular attention to building relationships with those who
play a role in the everyday lives of families including Geckos
Family Centre, Defence Member & Family Support (DMFS), Toll,
DHA, Open Arms, HQ 3rd Brigade, HQ 27th Squadron and The
Oasis - Townsville.
Transitions
The transitions space has garnered a lot of attention from
within Defence, and as such has allowed me to be present at
key events, ensuring that the voice of families continues to be
accounted for during the transitioning journey of ADF members.
My first two days in the role gave me the opportunity to spend
time with the Director General of the Joint Transition Authority,
Brigadier Wade Stothart and Veteran Family Advocate, Gwen
Cherne.
I voiced a number of key concerns of families during the
transition process and how the transition of a member means
the entire family is also transitioning out of the ADF and its
support network. I raised the need for improved communication
with family members as well as more direct involvement and
follow up from Defence to ensure that a family’s transition from
the ADF is also accounted for.

Being able to represent the voices of families in this space
is pivotal. There is still a lack of understanding within the
community of the multifaceted impact that transitioning out of
the defence force has on the family of a serving member. I look
forward to continuing to advocate for the voice of families to this
project and directly connecting with key stakeholders who will be
able to drive forward change.
Readiness
The unfolding situation in Afghanistan and its urgency came as a
shock to many across the Defence community; however, we were
particularly hard hit here in Townsville. The quick response due to
3rd Brigade’s status as the “ready brigade” took many families by
surprise. As such, I believe more needs to be done to ensure that
our families are better prepared to respond to such situations.
My predecessor, Chandell Derham, laid the foundations for some
fantastic readiness initiatives for families. It is my aim to continue
to build upon this work to further help families be prepared and
understand what being part of a ready brigade entails.

Larissa Ostermann
National Delegate – Nth QLD
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South Australia

The South Australian Defence region consists of The Edinburgh
Defence precinct, Woodside Barracks, RAAF Base Woomera
and Port Wakefield, which are areas heavily populated by the
Air Force and the Army. The Navy has an increasing presence
in South Australia (SA), with members located across Keswick,
Edinburgh, Port Wakefield, and Osborne.
It has been a busy and unusual year for DFA and the Defence
Community in SA. Most regional SA stakeholder engagement
remains virtual, and community engagement has been
unpredictable with the ever-changing covid restrictions.
We began 2021 with our annual welcome event hosted by
Defence Member and Family Support (DMFS), Despite mother
nature’s best attempts to dampen our spirits on the day, the
turnout was fantastic. It was lovely to reconnect with Defence
families and welcome new families to the area.
While we are seeing a gradual shift in location of Defence
Housing Australia (DHA) houses across Adelaide, this process
will take a significant period of time. Because of this, housing
localities for the most part continue to provide barriers to families
in SA.
With longer than average commuting times to areas where
work opportunities are more prevalent, paired with significant
member absence due to Defence tempo in the region, there are
significant demands and time constraints impacting partners in
their search for meaningful and appropriate employment.
The Australian Bureau of Statistics report that South Australia has
seen some improvement in overall unemployment rates, which
have fallen to 5.0% in August 2021, 0.5% higher than the National
average of 4.5%. This is a historic low for SA, with the state
not having seen rates this low since 2010. Underemployment
rates within the state are sitting around 8.3% as of August 2021,
significantly lower than the national average of 9.3% (Australian
Bureau of Statistics, 2021).
DFA SA will continue to advocate for the shift of housing band in
this region, as well as paying close attention to the expansion
and success of the Puckapunyal Housing Trial, as this could
provide a great future solution for housing and employment in
SA.
In addition to partner employment the location of DHA houses
present difficulties with school enrolments. SA has strict
government school zones in place, which limits choice and
flexibility for families who need to find appropriate schooling
options for children with varying needs. Private schooling is often
the only suitable option for families, which can then result in
significant financial implications.
At this point in time, DMFS can provide families with enrolment
and education support through the Education Liaison Officer
(EDLO). DFA SA will endeavour to engage in further discussions
with state government around this issue, in the hopes to mediate
a suitable solution for Defence Families.
The Defence community in SA is well-supported by an
assortment of community groups, ranging from ex-serving
organisations to Defence organisation. SA currently has two

dedicated Defence funded community groups, North East
Defence Community (NEDC) who operate from the community
centre at the Edinburgh Defence Precinct, and Woodside Defence
Families Association (WDFA) who operate from the community
centre at Woodside Barracks.
While Covid-19 has significantly impacted community
engagement within the region, the community has continued
to enjoy a variety of activities including walking groups, cooking
classes, art classes, dinners, and brunches, as well as regular
craft groups, morning teas, and playgroup sessions. We look
forward to re-engaging with groups such as the Port Adelaide
Football team, and the YMCA when covid restrictions begin to
ease. DFA SA will continue to liaise with all community groups and
stakeholders within the region, and in doing so advocate for the
inclusion of all demographics.
Social media continues to be the preferred method of contact
with families often relying on unofficial Facebook pages as
their main source of Defence community information. All local
Facebook pages in SA are well moderated, and it is great to see
such a wealth of information and support being shared virtually
between families and stakeholders.
The rollout of Forcenet has received a mixed reception among
families. As most people already struggle to balance the digital
world with everyday life, the addition of yet another platform was
always going to take some adjusting to. Most families have found
that the platform needs some refinement, as well as needing
improvement in the consistency of the information being shared
across all services and units.
Our team will remain active on social media and utilise Facebook
to share local and national content directly to families. We
will continue to provide feedback from families to Defence on
communications and forcenet, in the hopes to assist in the
continual improvement and success of the platform.
As the National Delegate for DFA in South Australia my role in
supporting families through these uncertain times has been both
challenging and rewarding.
I will continue to immerse myself within the Defence community
in SA, and I look forward to further conversations with families
and stakeholders in the attempt to provide positive influence
and change to the quality of life for all Defence families within the
region and nationally.

Keely Marrs
National Delegate – South Australia
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Southern Queensland

Since taking on the role of National Delegate Southern
Queensland in mid-2021, I have had a full schedule of Defence
community engagements, giving me the opportunity to hear
from families and build upon DFA’s strong relationships with
key stakeholders in the region.

Family information sessions, welcome days, unit family days
are all valuable initiatives that have supported families this
year. 6RAR also conducted a very successful off-base family
information night, which was flexibly run over two sessions to
accommodate family availability.

Despite several COVID19 lockdowns and regional travel
restrictions, between my predecessor and I, we participated
in approximately 100 engagements and interactions with
stakeholders including DMFS, Defence Housing and Relocations,
Open Arms, Toll, DHA, DSNSG, Defence Health, Kookaburra Kids,
Defence School Mentors, Community Centre leaders, Command
and the ESO community.

The Gallipoli Barracks Community Centre marked its 30th
Anniversary in 2021, however due to lockdowns the planned
celebrations were cancelled. Through their own busy schedule
of activities and special events, and with DMFS and units using
the centre to hold their events, the Gallipoli Barracks Community
Centre is fundamental in supporting families.

Inter-agency collaboration enabled satisfactory outcomes
for individual advocacy matters and to pursue regional issues
further with our stakeholders. Over 50 individual advocacy
cases were handled this year. Through this work, and engaging
with families at Community Centres and family events, it is
clear that the central themes for families in the region are:
Housing; COVID19 impacted removals and MWDU; relationship
breakdowns; and special needs assistance.
Southern Queensland is a desirable posting location. As such,
we have a significantly large MWDU community who remain
in location when the member posts elsewhere. While MWDU
has its challenges, the pandemic disproportionately affected
MWDU families with longer and unpredictable periods of
separation, impacting mental health and increasing pressure
on relationships. While the pandemic made postings difficult for
many, lockdowns and restrictions impacted the ability of families
to thrive by limiting community engagement opportunities and
access to stakeholder events and services.
I’m grateful for the welcome and assistance from families and
the local Defence community. I look forward to travelling to more
regions and meeting families throughout the year and working
hard to make their Defence life a little smoother.
Amberley
As the largest RAAF base in the country with over 5000 members,
consistent feedback continues to highlight a lack of support
services for families. The establishment of a permanent Open
Arms office in Ipswich is a welcome addition to family support.
However, the DMFS full-time Family Liaison Officer position
remains unfilled and is something I will continue to advocate for.
The dedication of Amberley Community Connect volunteer
Coordinator continues to be vital in providing community support
and reducing isolation, through providing a robust schedule of
programs, training opportunities and activities for adults and
children.
Through DFA’s advocacy, DHA’s Flexible Housing Trial was
expanded to include RAAF Amberley from 2 September 2021. This
was another welcome development, giving families access to
housing options closer to partners’ employment or location of
study, or to special needs support services for dependants.

The Defence Support Network Connections (formerly Service
Hubs) fell under the direction of the Community Centre this
year, with a revamp and change of location. This well-attended
monthly event is a great opportunity for families to access
information and support directly.
Housing distant to base, particularly in North Lakes, continues to
be an issue for families in these areas. Besides long commutes
for members, the distance is a barrier to accessing services
and participating in base and Community Centre events. The
Garrison Community, an RSL Queensland pilot program designed
to reduce social isolation, conducted a program of events for
current and ex-serving members and families in the North Lakes
and surrounding areas including dinners, breakfast club, walks,
yoga, 4WD trips and more.
Canungra
DMFS reached out to local schools that may have ADF children
to make them aware of the Defence School Mentor Program. The
key difficulty is he large spread of students throughout a number
of Gold Coast schools. DMFS does provide outreach support upon
request by schools and families.
Like Amberley, Kokoda Barracks families will benefit from the
rollout of DHA’s Flexible Housing Trial for families. This is helpful
given most partner employment opportunities are located far
from the base.
Toowoomba
Toowoomba Defence Families Support Association (TDFSA)
is critical in creating an environment for families to thrive
by providing access to social support networks, community
engagement and connection. The community centre offers
activities and events for ADF families, including those without
children such as affordable fitness boot camps, coffee catch ups,
dinners, pottery classes and other special events. Initiatives such
as “Drop and Shop” allow families childfree time to focus on selfcare or tick off life admin. TDFSA celebrated supporting families in
the region for 30 years in January with a successful open day.
Families are also supported by organisations such as Open Arms
and DFMS conducting their programs and events in Toowoomba.

Brisbane
Overall, Brisbane families are well supported by Gallipoli Barracks,
Command and the Gallipoli Barracks Community Centre.
Collaboration between units/Command and the Community
Centre has strengthened this year, creating cohesion and
enhancing information dissemination to families.

Monique Suters
National Delegate – Southern Queensland
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Victoria and Tasmania

Having endured over 150 days in lockdown in 2020, the start of
2021 began on a high note, with restrictions largely removed
across the region. With much relief, families were able to post
into the region, settle into new housing and start the school
year with relative ease. In a pivot to new technology, DCO ran
virtual Welcome information sessions which made it possible
for families to gather key information online at a time suitable
to them. DFA worked to assist in supporting the transition
together with the information made available, and participated
as ‘virtual stallholders’ in the sessions.
As 2021 began, Community Centres which had been closed for
many months previously were able to welcome back families
face to face. Many centres hosted welcome BBQs as a way to
reconnect in person, and weekly get-togethers such as coffee
mornings, playgroup, and craft resumed. Fun nights out were
able to be enjoyed once again by ADF partners, with movie and
dessert evenings, family bowling nights and book clubs. High tea
events were planned, “paint and sip” nights, and laser skirmish
activities for older children. It was with a sense of relief and
happiness that ADF families could reconnect again in person!
But the fun was short-lived. With a further lockdown in February,
followed by lockdowns in May and July, the community once
again felt the long tentacles of the pandemic. Schools were
quickly closed, workplaces shutdown, and bases reverted to
operating on reduced physical staffing.
In August, the hope that lockdowns were behind us once again
was not to be. On 5 August, Melbourne entered its sixth lockdown,
as the Delta variant of COVID-19 struck. With case numbers
increasing, the lockdown was extended, restrictions tightened,
and a nightly curfew was imposed. Face masks became
mandatory in all settings outside the home, and the lockdown
was extended across the state. Borders were tightened, ADF
support was called in to assist local authorities, and Victoria
became a red zone to everywhere else.
Families were been hit hard, whether juggling the needs of
supporting children learning from home; managing their own
work commitments; navigating changing work hours due to
business closures, or loss of work entirely. With limited businesses
deemed ‘essential’, and workers required to be issued an
‘authorised worker’ permit to attend a workplace for essential
work only, the nature of family and working life has changed
fundamentally. Planned relocations interstate remain subject to
change, and quarantine requirements are in place for many who
do leave Victoria.
At the time of writing, Melbourne was in its sixth lockdown, and
the community has endured more than 230 days under lockdown
restrictions.
An emotional toll has impacted many in the community, with
the rise in mental health issues and support needs for children
in particular. Open Arms has been a terrific support for the ADF
family community. The continued collaboration and positive
working relationships between DFA and Defence stakeholders
(Toll, DHA, the Defence Relocations team, DCO/DFMS and
Command) have greatly assisted in resolving issues faced by
families.
Through the ongoing lockdown, Community Centres have
pivoted to offer many virtual programs and connection activities,

with online scavenger hunts, Zoom fitness sessions, and activity
packs to help children keep busy. DMFS arranged virtual quiz
nights, webinars for families, and spring seed packs for budding
gardeners.
Notwithstanding restrictions, graduations at the Recruit Schools
have continued by moving to online livestreaming and recording
of the graduation ceremonies, rather than in person attendances
by families.
The Cerberus Redevelopment Project is well underway at HMAS
Cerberus, with construction work continuing in 2021. Brand new
state of the art training facilities have already been completed
such as the Survival at Sea Training facility, with other major
training facility upgrades soon be finished. It is an exciting
time for the base, members and their families posted to HMAS
Cerberus.
The extension of the Flexible Housing Trial project has also been
a welcome announcement recently, which will increase the
housing options for some ADF families posting in to both HMAS
Cerberus and Puckapunyal going forward. As a result of the
advocacy of DFA, greater housing options will now be available
for those who require housing closer to the non-ADF partner’s
place of employment, study, or professional services that
support dependants with special needs. Having begun as a trial
at Puckapunyal in 2017, the extension of this program to HMAS
Cerberus, together with several other bases interstate, is a great
outcome for ADF families with these requirements.
With the closest town centre to Puckapunyal Military Base,
Seymour, in a snap lockdown, a new initiative provided support
to the Puckapunyal families. The base arranged COVID-19
vaccinations for family members aged 18 and over at the base
health centre. This improved access for the ADF community
especially in light of restrictions and increased demand on
external medical services.
The experience of ADF families in the region is similar to the
magnitude 5.9 earthquake that hit Victoria in September. The
earthquake was unexpected, frightening, and shook us for what
seemed like an eternity. But then it was over and we were all
on firmer ground, unharmed fundamentally, and keen to check
in with each other to make sure all were safe. The Defence
community in this region has been like that this year. Through the
uncertainty and unexpected twists, families continued to stand
firm together, weathered the storms, looked out for each other,
and made sure everyone came through the experience. It is my
great privilege to represent Defence families in this region, and
I look forward to the next stage of the journey, over the coming
weeks and months.

Gabrielle Sasse
National Delegate - Victoria and Tasmania
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Western Australia

Since taking on the role as the National Delegate for Western
Australia mid-October 2021, I have been investing my
time in connecting with key stakeholders such as DMFS
(Defence Member and Family Support), Defence Housing and
Relocations, Open Arms, Toll, DHA (Defence Housing Australia)
and community centres.
I am looking forward to continuing to foster the relationships
already created with these groups by my predecessor, but also
to get to know and understand the issues impacting our Defence
families in Western Australia.
Housing

When in person events were possible due to COVID lockdowns,
DMFS were able to keep activities alive by way of sending out
craft activities for families to do together which we have received
excellent feedback on (particularly from the kids!).
Next year
Due to the spread of the bases and therefore the location of
families across Western Australia, I have been limited as to who I
have been able to meet in person thus far, but I am really looking
forward to being able to get out and about a bit more next year
(COVID restrictions permitting!) to get to know our WA Defence
families.

The main trend reported to DFA by families and key stakeholders
throughout the year was by far the difficulty in securing housing.
Rental availability and the housing shortage/suitability has
continued to cause ongoing problems for members and their
families relocating to Western Australia.
WA hard border closure
The closure of the Western Australian border caused a lot of
strain for Defence members and both their immediate families,
but also extended families living interstate.
While DFA was successful in having the hard border closure
‘opened’ to allow spouses and children to relocate into the
State with their serving member, no relaxation was afforded to
extended family being able to travel into the state, for instance in
the event of a spouse needing additional support.
Connection and support
Social media appears to be the main source of information and
support for many families in WA. We are able to see the trends
where spouses in particular are relying on social media groups
of other Defence spouses as the ‘go to’ source of information to
help them navigate Defence life. I have found these groups to be
a great space for support and connection and a great stepping
stone for spouses to find first or next steps for whatever they are
dealing with.
The Defence Community Centres (Marilla Community Centre
in Rockingham, Karrakatta Community House in Irwin Barracks,
SASR Auxiliary House at Swanbourne and Pearce Community
Group at RAAF Base Pearce) have continued to play a major role
in connecting families in their local areas with a variety of events.

Emma Milton
National Delegate - Western Australia
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Communications update
DFA’s online presence includes nine Facebook pages,
Instagram, ForceNet, Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube and ForceNet
Families. DFA’s e-newsletter, The Advocate, is issued quarterly.
DFA digital communications are critical to the way DFA
communicates to our community. Many in person events were
cancelled during 2020/2021 and moved online.
DFA remained well positioned to communicate effectively in the
digital space.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Department of Veterans Affairs (DVA)
ForceNet
Joint Health Command
Kookaburra Kids
Legacy
Modernisation Project
Napier Art Competition
Navy Divisional Support Team
Navy Health
Open Arms Counselling
PostingConnect
Posting Cycle Movements Coordination Cell (PCMCC)
RSL
Soldier On
Toll Transitions

DFA content and messaging includes ways to find help and
support by creating and sharing practical and informative
content to help families navigate Defence life.
The most popular blog posts accessed on the DFA website are
often those that explain different aspects of Defence life. Below
were the top four posts for 2020-2021.
• Acronyms
• Driver Licence and Registration
• Moving Tips with Toll
• Partner Employment Resources
DFA will produce and share content that is useful for ADF families,
particularly for those new to Defence life, and will inform the
community on the advocacy issues that DFA continues to work
towards.

DFA is a trusted source of information and continues to
collaborate and share content with the following groups in the
Defence family community.
DFA is often contacted to share information about new policies
and new initiatives that support ADF families. During 2020/2021
DFA engaged with the following stakeholders to share content
across Defence family digital communications.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

ADF Family Health
ADF Financial Services Centre
Australian Military Wives Choir
Defence Community Centres
Defence Domestic and Family Violence Strategy
Defence Member and Family Support Branch (DMFS, formerly
DCO)
Defence Health
Defence Relocations and Housing Managers
Defence Service Homes Insurance
Defence Housing Australia (DHA)
Defence School Mentors
Defence Special Needs Support Group (DSNSG)

Michelle Hoare
National Communications Officer
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Governance review

2021 saw DFA begin its organisational transformation to
elevate its advocacy work and improve governance.
In 2020, the Head People Capability within the Department
of Defence commissioned a review into the governance, key
strategic documents and the supporting policy framework that
DFA operates within.

Work has commenced on Phase 2 of this project which will
further examine DFA’s operations compared to best practice of
similar organisations.
The DFA Governance Review Project and GIP are being overseen
by the DFA National Project Officer.

This review found a need for greater understanding into
the detail of how DFA works, clearly defined roles and
responsibilities, and defined business processes aligned with
best practice.
In October 2021, DFA engaged the services of PwC to research
these areas and deliver a robust organisational governance
framework that is fit-for-purpose and aligned with best practice
to deliver effective advocacy for Defence families.
This is expected to be delivered by March 2022, with the
Governance Implementation Programme (GIP) to commence
in the 2022/23 financial year with an implementation period of
12-18 months.
In undertaking this work, to date PwC has interviewed key
stakeholders and reviewed existing documentation to
understand current governance and operations, and presented
their key insights and considerations informing areas of focus
for the next phase of the DFA Governance Review Project.

Kathryn Edwards
National Project Officer
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Farewells
After two years of managing signifcantly increased advocacy
and communications during the Covid-19 pandemic, we
farewelled a number of staff to their next challenges and
posting locations in 2021.
Each person has made a huge impact on support for the
Defence community during their tenure. We sincerely thank
them and cheer them on for their next adventures!

Patricia Dodds

Jessica Hanison

Michelle Hoare
Vale Victoria Holland
On 10 December 2021, Defence Families of Australia joined the
Crofft and Holland family to celebrate the life of our much
loved colleague, Victoria Holland. Victoria was a much loved
and respected member of the DFA team and the Defence
community, who served as DFA National Delegate for the Central
and Northern NSW region for the past four years.
Nejula Blake

In Victoria’s memory, the DFA team made a donation to the
Leukeamia Foundation of Australia, and a number of staff
registered to become a bone marrow donors.
While we are heartbroken like so many, we are so proud
of Victoria’s incredible legacy of helping others, including
thousands of Defence families.
•
•

www.leukaemia.org.au
www.abmdr.org.au
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