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Minute's silence to honour Anzacs

The Minister for Veterans' Affairs, Danna Vale, today encouraged all

Australians to observe one minute's silence on Friday to honour the passing of the last Anzac, Alec Campbell.

The Minister said it was an appropriate gesture for individuals and groups

of Australians to mark the closing of a chapter in our history.

"A minute's silence is a mark of respect and honour which is in many ways

more significant than any other tribute we might make," the Minister said.

"For people to put aside the everyday concerns of commerce, industry,

government and education for a short time to reflect on the sacrifices made

by men such as Alec Campbell is both fitting and moving." 

The minute's silence will coincide with the state funeral to be held in

Hobart for Alec Campbell on Friday morning.  

"As Mr Campbell is mourned by family, friends and dignitaries, I would hope

that all schools, offices and businesses have the opportunity to pause and

remember the passing of the last of the men who became role models for a

nation.

"I see this as a way in which Australians can be involved and pay their

respects."

The Minister said the silent tribute would honour all of those who fought

under the name Anzac during the Gallipoli campaign. 

"Gallipoli was a baptism of fire for the young nation of Australia and we

proved worthy.  While not a victory in battle it was a victory of the spirit

and the time that defined us a nation," she said.

The Minister said the Anzac spirit had come to represent the best of what it

meant to be Australian, embodying ideals of mateship, loyalty, courage and

larrikinism.  

"This spirit lives on, even with the passing of the last of the Anzacs," she

said.

"A minute's silence will be a simple but heartfelt gesture to remember them

all.  I trust all Australians will decide to join in this great mark of

respect."

VA58

Monday, 20 May 2002

SA Government asked to GUARANTEE WAR GRAVE TENURE

Minister for Veterans' Affairs Danna Vale today called on the South

Australian Government to legislate to ensure that the war graves of Vietnam

veterans are maintained in perpetuity.  

Minister Vale said an amendment to existing land use legislation would

protect the graves of 54 Australians soldiers killed during the Vietnam War.

The graves are  currently covered by limited tenure leases of 25-50 years.

"I have written to Premier Rann asking him to support a legislative change

which would give the relatives of these fallen servicemen the assurance that

their graves will be maintained by the nation," the Minister said.

"For almost a century, successive Federal Governments have committed to

maintain the war graves of our war dead in perpetuity in cemeteries all over

the world.  

"The proposed legislative changes would bring to an end the anomaly of South

Australian Vietnam War dead having only limited tenure leases.

"The Commonwealth has agreed through the Office of Australian War Graves to

fund tenure renewals for these graves.  However, I see this action as a

'stop-gap' measure while the two Governments work together to effect the

necessary changes to this situation," the Minister said.

From January 1968 until the end of the Vietnam War, nearly 500 Vietnam war

dead were returned to Australia, where burials occurred in civil cemeteries

and cremetoria.

"The Federal Government has made strong representations to France in recent

months to ensure that the graves of Australians on the Western Front are

left undisturbed.

"Here at home we owe it to the families of these men to show them the same

regard," Minister Vale said.

"These men gave their lives in service of their country.  It's the least we

can do to honour them in death."

"I am confident that we can work with the South Australian Government to

bring this situation to a satisfactory conclusion."
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lest we forget - corporal raymond durston

The Minister for Veterans' Affairs, Danna Vale, today expressed her sorrow

at the passing of Victorian World War I veteran, Raymond Durston.

Mr Durston passed away yesterday afternoon at St Leigh's Nursing Home in

Sandringham, aged 102.

"This is another sad loss for Australia, coming so soon after the death of

our last Gallipoli veteran," Minister Vale said.

"The contribution that our veterans have made to this country is

extraordinary.  They have earned our gratitude and respect for their

willingness to serve in the most difficult of circumstances.

"Their generation shaped the Anzac spirit that we now hold so dear and which

we endeavour to pass on to future generations of Australians.

"Mr Durston was active in sharing his story at community functions in his

local area, which was such a valuable gift to our young people," she said.

Born in South Gippsland, Mr Durston enlisted at 18 years of age in March

1918, having served four years in the school cadet corps and seven months

with the Melbourne University Rifles.

He was attached to the 11th General Service Reinforcements and embarked for

England.  After surviving an outbreak of influenza aboard the ship, which

killed 23 soldiers, and an attack by a German submarine, Private Durston

arrived in England the day after the Armistice was signed.

Promoted to Corporal, he served at the AIF Headquarters and the Kit Stores

in London until his return to Australia in November 1919.

Mr Durston studied electrical engineering and enjoyed a successful career as

an engineer.

In 1999, Mr Durston, along with other surviving World War I diggers, was

awarded the 80th Anniversary Armistice Remembrance Medal.  This is

Australian's first commemorative medal, issued to mark the 80th anniversary

of the end of World War I.

With the passing of Raymond Durston, only 15 known Australian World War I

veterans remain, including three Victorians.  Mr Durston's family is

planning a private funeral.

Tuesday 14 May 2002

BUDGET ENDS FREEZE ON WAR WIDOW INCOME SUPPORT

Some 81,000 Australian war widows and widowers would benefit from an

initiative in the Federal Budget to end the freeze on the war widow's income

support supplement, the Minister for Veterans' Affairs, Danna Vale, said

tonight.

Minister Vale said the Budget initiative, providing an additional benefit of

$84.7 million over four years, would allow for the indexation of the income

support supplement in line with movements in the Consumer Price Index and

Male Total Average Weekly Earnings.

"This initiative implements a key Coalition commitment to the veteran

community at the 2001 Federal election," she said.

"Like the 2001-02 Budget initiative to restore pensions to war widows who

remarried before 1984, it will end a long-standing inequity in war widows'

benefits.

"The income support supplement is intended to provide financial assistance

for war widows and widowers with limited means to support themselves.

"We will remove that freeze and index the income support supplement twice a

year, by the same percentage as increases in service pension," the Minister

said.

Minister Vale said the Government would introduce amendments to the

Veterans' Entitlements Act 1986, to enable indexation of the income support

supplement from 20 September 2002, the next scheduled round of indexation

for pensions and allowances paid by the Department of Veterans' Affairs.

"War widows and widowers receiving the income support supplement will not

need to do anything to benefit from the removal of the freeze, as their

payments will be indexed automatically," the Minister said.

"However, there is a small number of war widows who currently receive a

frozen rate age pension through Centrelink, the equivalent of the DVA income

support supplement. These war widows will be encouraged to transfer to

Veterans' Affairs and receive the income support supplement, in order to

benefit from this initiative.

"Caring for our war widows remains a major priority in Veterans' Affairs,

with increasing numbers of widows entering the repatriation system as the

veteran population ages.

"This initiative is another step in ensuring their needs are met for years

to come," Minister Vale said.
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GOLD CARD EXTENSION A LONG-TERM GAIN FOR VETERANS

The Government had delivered a long-term benefit in health care for

thousands of older veterans, with funding in the 2002-03 Federal Budget to

extend the Gold Card, the Minister for Veterans' Affairs, Danna Vale, said

tonight.

The initiative, with a net cost of $93.1 million over four years, will

extend eligibility for the Gold Card to include all eligible Australian

Defence Force veterans aged 70 or over who have qualifying service from any

conflict.

The extension will take effect from 1 July 2002, with some 4,000 veterans

expected to immediately become eligible for the Gold Card. 

"This includes veterans of conflicts such as the Korean War, the Malayan

Emergency and the Far East Strategic Reserve, the Indonesian Confrontation

and the Vietnam War," Minister Vale said.

"Over time, thousands more veterans will become eligible for the Gold Card

and comprehensive health care as they reach their 70th birthday.

"This includes the men and women of the ADF who have served Australia so

ably in more recent conflicts, including the Gulf War, East Timor and our

current deployment in the international coalition against terror.

"By taking the long-term view with this initiative, the Government has

ensured that veterans' health care needs will be met as they grow older,"

the Minister said.

Some 282,000 members of the veteran community currently have a Gold Card,

which entitles them to treatment for all medical conditions, regardless of

whether they are war-related.

The Gold Card provides for coverage of medical treatment in Australia for

eligible members of the veteran community.

Gold Card-holders include war widows, former prisoners of war, Totally &

Permanently Incapacitated pensioners, Australia's remaining World War I

veterans and all Australian veterans and mariners aged 70 or over who have

qualifying service from World War II .

"Veterans who believe they are eligible for this initiative should contact

their State office of the Department of Veterans' Affairs to apply for the

card in time to take up their entitlements in July," Minister Vale said.
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BUDGET DELIVERS KEY COMMITMENTS TO VETERANS, WAR WIDOWS

The Federal Government had delivered on key election commitments to the

veteran community in the 2002-03 Federal Budget, with funding to extend the

Gold Card and the implementation of its promise to remove the freeze on the

income support supplement for war widows, the Minister for Veterans'

Affairs, Danna Vale, said tonight.

Minister Vale said the Veterans' Affairs portfolio budget for 2002-03 was a

record $9.2 billion, up from $8.9 billion in 2001-02.

"In keeping with the Government's commitment to the health and well-being of

our veterans, the 2002-03 health budget for Veterans' Affairs will increase

by more than $300 million to $3.6 billion.

"This includes the initiative to extend the Gold Card to include all

Australian Defence Force veterans over the age of 70 who have qualifying

service, providing an additional net benefit of $93.1 million over four

years.

"From 1 July 2002, some 4,000 veterans will immediately become eligible for

the Gold Card, including 70-year-old veterans of the Korean War, the Malayan

Emergency and the Far East Strategic Reserve , the Indonesian Confrontation

and the Vietnam War.

"Under this initiative, thousands more veterans will become eligible for the

Gold Card and comprehensive health care as they reach their 70th birthday,

ensuring that they have access to the care they need as they grow older, "

Minister Vale said. 

The Minister said the Budget implemented the Government's election

commitment to remove the freeze on the rate of income support supplement

paid to war widows, providing an additional benefit of $84.7 million over

four years.

"Like the 2001-02 Budget initiative to restore pensions to war widows who

remarried before 1984, this initiative will end a long-standing inequity in

war widows' benefits.

"The income support supplement is intended to provide financial assistance

for war widows and widowers with limited means to support themselves. This

initiative will enable indexation of the income support supplement twice a

year by the same percentage as increases in service pension," she said.

Indexation of the income support supplement will commence in September 2002,

benefiting some 81,000 war widows and widowers. 

Minister Vale said the Government had also delivered on a key election

commitment in aged care, with a cross-portfolio measure between the

Department of Health and Ageing (DHA) and the Department of Veterans'

Affairs (DVA) to increase residential aged care subsidies by $211.1 million

over four years.

"Aged care remains a high priority for this Government, with particular

support for programmes addressing the special needs of older veterans and

war widows.

"This includes the Residential Care Development Scheme, administered by DVA,

which since 1996 has provided almost $35 million to assist ex-service

organisations and community-based aged care providers to upgrade residential

care facilities catering for the veteran community to national accreditation

standards.

"The scheme has met its original intention and will close on 30 June 2002.

Other programmes such as Residential Care (Capital) Grants, Rural Adjustment

Grants and Rural and Regional Building Fund Grants administered through the

DHA will be maintained, and the increase in residential aged care subsidies

demonstrates the Government's continued commitment to the needs of the

veteran community and all older Australians."

The Minister said the 2002-03 Federal Budget also introduced a range of

measures through the Department of Health and Ageing to address the growing

cost pressures on the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme (PBS). 

"The PBS and the Repatriation Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme (RPBS) are

vital elements in meeting the health care needs of all Australians. However,

in recent years many new, expensive drugs have been listed for the benefit

of a range of patients.

"The nation cannot afford to allow the cost of subsidised medicines to

continue increasing at the current rate, or these schemes will no longer be

viable.

"The Government has responded with a series of measures to further reduce

the unnecessary use of subsidised medication and to sustain the PBS."

As a result, Minister Vale said the concessional co-payment for PBS and RPBS

prescriptions would increase to $4.60 per prescription from 1 August 2002.

"The Government continues to recognise the needs of veteran patients with

chronic conditions, maintaining the veterans' pharmaceutical allowance of

$2.90 per week and the safety net which means that patients pay no more

after the first 52 prescriptions in a calendar year.

"Taking into account the safety net and the benefit of the pharmaceutical

allowance, the most a veteran will pay for RPBS prescriptions in a year will

be $88.40."

The Minister said a welcome health initiative for the veteran community

would be the provision of $139.8 million over four years through DHA and DVA

to fund Visudyne therapy for Australians with age-related macular

degeneration. 

Some 10,000 older Australians each year are diagnosed with macular

degeneration, which eventually leads to total blindness. Patients who have a

particular type of the condition can be treated with a new kind of

photodynamic drug, activated using a laser.

The new funding will enable the treatment each year of some 1,500 patients,

including about 350 veteran patients, assisting them to continue living

independently. While Visudyne therapy is not suitable for all cases, the

Government will fund treatment for approved cases where patients are

assessed by a specialist as being likely to benefit from the therapy. This

initiative will be reviewed after two years.

"The 2002-03 Federal Budget is marked by the use of targeted initiatives to

deliver the greatest possible benefit, while maintaining the Government's

commitment to sound and responsible economic management.

"As a result, we have been able to meet our commitments to the veteran

community and deliver significant advances to help those in areas of

greatest need, "Minister Vale said.

