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agencies to purchase RAT tests on an individual basis and not through a centralised
process also created issues and delays.

The March 2020 international travel ban meant over 70 percent of biosecurity officers
based at international airports were redeployed to other areas of the department or the
broader public service (including in the States and Territories) following significant
reductions in passenger arrivals.

While staffing was reduced, the role for biosecurity officers remaining at airports was
extended. For example, biosecurity officers:

a. boarded every flight and played the on-arrival Health COVID-19 announcement
and handed out the COVID factsheet to all arriving international travellers prior
to disembarkation

b. at Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane and Darwin airports, played an announcement
which outlined the COVID testing and quarantine requirements for each
jurisdiction

c. at Brisbane international airport, undertook temperature testing for travellers
departing Australia to Pacific Island Countries

d. scanned and emailed the Health Declaration Card (paper version of the
electronic Australia Travel Declaration) to the jurisdictions for the purpose of
contact tracing.

DAFF experienced increasing demand for services given border closures and
lockdowns impacting trade in 2020, especially for goods under $1,000 (which are
generally consumer household purchases).

Isolation periods required by jurisdictions’ Public Health Orders also reduced the
availability of staff to attend premises to undertake inspections of both inbound and
outbound goods as required.

Surge requests were coordinated through the APSC and at times there were issues
experienced with relevant information not being passed onto the gaining organisation
(e.q., preferred secondment start dates, employees’ locations, equipment provision,
etc). The notice period for the cessation of employees’ secondments was also often
quite short.

To ensure an undisrupted supply of COVID-19 test kits, the Director of Biosecurity and
Director of Human Biosecurity made an instrument under subsection 174(1) of the
Biosecurity Act 2015 (Biosecurity Act), titled the Biosecurity (Conditionally Non-
prohibited Goods) Amendment (Test Kits) Determination 2021.

This instrument amended the Biosecurity (Conditionally Non-prohibited Goods)
Determination 2021 to specify conditions that must be met before test kits could be
brought or imported into Australian territory. In many cases, COVID-19 test kits can
meet these specified conditions. Where test kits do not meet the import conditions, an
import permit is required. This legislative amendment addressed a supply chain
concern by streamlining the importation of these goods while still managing biosecurity
risk.

To maintain export certification and regulatory responsibilities whilst also protecting our
staff, DAFF organised where possible to conduct remote regulatory auditing. This
ensured critical regulatory activities progressed whilst minimising the exposure of
DAFF officers, with these measures becoming more embedded in both regulatory
auditing undertaken by DAFF, but also with trading partners seeking to maintain the
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trading relationships through remote auditing of abattoirs. It is important to note though
that this was not always effective — with many international trading partners refusing to
accept agricultural exports unless verified, in person, by a departmental officer. The
department did also use the implications of COVID 19 in food inspections systems to
progress the development, through the Codex Alimentarius Commission of a new
international standard for remote audit and assurance in food inspection systems —
using our experiences of COVID-19 in food inspection systems as a base.

Finally, and in understanding that whether to require mandatory staff vaccinations is a
complex issue, the department notes that it, like all operational government agencies,
struggled to develop a position on whether mandatory vaccination of frontline workers
was required. For context, mandatory vaccination against Q-fever is a requirement for
all departmental On-Plant Veterinarians and Food Safety Meat Assessors due to the
known links between adverse human health outcomes (Q-fever) and employment in
the meat processing sector. In the case of COVID-19, a direct linkage to place of
employment and an adverse human health outcome was less clear, and a formal
position on mandatory vaccination requirements within the Australian Public Service
was not reached. Disparate state and territory requirements surrounding placements of
vaccinated workers, compounded by industry or business specified access
arrangements required careful management to ensure staff availability — which
included understanding and confirming whether staff were vaccinated in order to
deploy them for certain tasks.

Biosecurity Act 2015 and support for delivery of health measures
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The department performs human health regulatory functions under the Biosecurity Act
2015, both as part of the duties of biosecurity officers and on behalf of the Department
of Health and Aged Care, under a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the
agencies.

¢ Biosecurity officers undertake border measures including non-clinical screening
and assessing of travellers at international air and seaports. These functions are
aimed at mitigating the introduction, establishment and spread of listed human
diseases (LHDs) and some other infectious diseases in Australia.

Decision support materials for biosecurity officers were amended to screen for
travellers with signs or symptoms of COVID, arriving in Australia via both air and
maritime pathways. Officers underwent training in new procedures, which was also
subject to regular verification processes.

During the pandemic, and in the aftermath, the requirement to contact jurisdictional
authorities on all COVID diagnoses, in some cases under different reporting protocols,
caused some challenges and delays to traveller clearances. There is value in further
regular examination of processes at a holistic level to ensure they remain appropriately
risk based and minimise duplication.

The arrival of the Ruby Princess cruise ship tested the protocols for the management
of sea travellers and the intersection of multiple Commonwealth and jurisdictional
processes. As this was the subject of a separate Special Commission of Inquiry, the
matter is not discussed at length in this submission.

¢ A separate independent review by the Inspector General of Biosecurity was also
undertaken in 2021 which has prompted a number of refinements to border
clearance arrangements.

These reviews and learnings from the pandemic more generally underpin a number of
continual improvements to both legislative settings and internal processes, many of












