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on behalf of the 
VACCHO team...

I commenced as Executive Director of MDAS in September 2020, with the help of a small team from
VACCHO, including Jim O’Shea, Collette O’Neill, Peter Mitchell and Letitia Robinson.

I am proud to provide this report about the work of the project to MDAS Members and the broader
Mallee Communities. In nine months, we have delivered important and lasting reforms, including a
Membership drive, a successful AGM with a competitive election for the Board, recruitment of a new
CEO, a new constitution that is based on best practice governance and reflects the aspirations of
Communities, and started the implementation of significantly strengthened controls for finances,
assets and operations. These achievements are even more remarkable considering the project
started during Stage 4 COVID-19 restrictions.

None of this would have been possible without the courage and persistence of Elders who
demanded change to return MDAS to community-control. I pay my respects to them,
acknowledge their strength and commitment, and thank them for not giving up. I would also like to
thank the Board for their support, particularly the two Chairs we have been fortunate to work with –
Aunty Deb Chaplin and Damien Murray. You are to be commended for starting this process, and
seeing it through.

I acknowledge the MDAS staff, led by Jacki Turfrey, who have stayed focussed on providing the best
services and supports to Aboriginal Communities in the Mallee and have worked to implement the
changes we have made. Thank you for your hard work and loyalty.

Finally, I acknowledge you – MDAS Members and the broader Mallee Communities.  
Aboriginal organisations get our strength from our Culture, our community-control, and our self-
determination. The changes outlined in this report are critical first steps. They lay the foundations for
MDAS to build on. However, there is much more to do, and the staff and Board cannot do it alone.  
MDAS Members got us to this point. Now is the time to stay engaged and help MDAS grow
even stronger.

The reform project is over, however VACCHO will still be there to support MDAS. Government has
also committed to continuing to work in partnership with MDAS to make it even stronger.

I look forward to MDAS’ continued reform. There is nothing we can’t do when we are driven by
our Communities and based in our Culture.

statement by Jill Gallagher 

In 2020, the MDAS Board, with support
from the State Government, asked VACCHO
for help with a significant reform agenda.  

Jill Gallagher AO

"None of this 
would have been
possible without 

the courage &
persistence of

Elders"  



steps of the MDAS
reform journey...
VACCHO started working with MDAS in
September 2020, but the MDAS reform
journey started much earlier.  
 

The State Government worked with the MDAS Board to get its agreement to seek
assistance from VACCHO.

The Board then engaged Jill Gallagher and the VACCHO team for an initial period of
six months, however this was later extended to nine months.

A group of respected Aunties (The Aunties) , including Aunty Margaret Mitchell
and Aunty Rita Charles, grew concerned about what was happening at MDAS and
approached VACCHO and the State Government for help to bring about change.

MDAS

KEY MILESTONES IN THE REFORM JOURNEY:

EARLY 2019...............................
Aunties and other Community members raise
concerns about how MDAS is operating with
VACCHO and government

DECEMBER 2019........................
IBAC executes search warrants in relation to
an ongoing investigation

MARCH 2020...........................
The former CEO of MDAS steps down for
personal reasons

Victoria enters Stage 3 COVID-19 restrictions

JULY 2020...............................
The Board agrees to establish the MDAS
reform project

AUGUST 2020........................
Aunty Deb Chaplin becomes Chair of the
Board

Melbourne enters Stage 4 COVID-19
restrictions

SEPTEMBER 2020.....................
Jill Gallagher is appointed Executive Director
of MDAS and is supported by a small
VACCHO team. The team must work remotely
because of COVID-19 restrictions.

Jill and the project team meet with the Mallee
Community Leadership Group for the first
time; the Group was established by State
Government to provide independent advice on
the progress of MDAS reforms

A MDAS Membership Drive in the lead up to
the 2020 AGM increases membership from
around 40 to almost 300

OCTOBER 2020.......................
COVID-19 restrictions ease and the project
team visits MDAS in person for the first time

Jacqualyn (Jacki) Turfrey starts as Acting
CEO and there is turnover in other senior
executive positions



 
      greatly expanded Membership base
      renewed Board committed to reform
      systems for stronger oversight and management of MDAS finances, assets and risks
      new CEO and senior leadership team
      new constitution that reflects Members’ aspirations and best practice governance
      refreshed Strategic Plan

With the support of MDAS Members and the broader Mallee Commmunities, the Board
and MDAS Staff, VACCHO has put the organisation on a stronger footing. 

Reform of the type MDAS is doing cannot be completed in only nine months. 

However, the foundations are in place:

The new Board and new CEO are well placed to continue the reform journey. 
They will need continued help and support from MDAS Members, VACCHO, and
government and other partners. 

NOVEMBER 2020........................
137 Members attend the AGM in person and on-
line in light of COVID-19 restrictions; Members
accept the audited financial statements and the
Annual Report; elect a new Board; and request
changes to the MDAS constitution

DECEMBER 2020.......................
MDAS continues to proactively engage with
State and Commonwealth governments about
financial management and with IBAC

JANUARY 2021..........................
Recruitment of an ongoing CEO starts;
VACCHO manages the national search
independently to ensure transparency

Community consultations on a new
constitution and corporate structure
commence

FEBRUARY 2021........................
Jacki Turfrey is appointed CEO

The State agrees to extend the MDAS Reform
Project to embed reforms

APRIL 2021...............................
Members approve the new constitution at a
Special General Meeting; work to restructure
MDAS to match the new constitution starts

The Commonwealth Grants Administrator
report is provided to the Board; MDAS has
already implemented most of the
recommendations and is working on those
remaining

MAY 2021.................................
Community consultation starts on the next
MDAS Strategic Plan and MDAS’ Cultural
Lore; the Strategic Plan will embed the reform
directions including stronger governance,
tighter financial and asset management,
improved service delivery, and a safe and
supportive workplace for staff

Corporate Restructure Project Plan developed

JUNE 2021................................
The MDAS Reform Project concludes;
VACCHO will continue to support MDAS as
one of its member organisations

KEY MILESTONES IN THE REFORM JOURNEY CONT.

what we have done,TOGETHER...
After nine months, MDAS has become a stronger, more open and more
accountable organisation.



BUILD MDAS’ CONNECTION TO COMMUNITY...............................
Active membership campaign increased members from around 40 to more than 300
All decisions to reject an application for membership independently reviewed by VACCHO
New Board sub-committee fairly and consistently assesses all applications for membership
Clear criteria for membership included in the new constitution, adopted in April 2021
Strong links to the Mallee Community Leadership Group

STRENGTHEN MDAS GOVERNANCE............................................
Successful 2020 AGM with a competitive election for the Board
Training and capacity building of the Board and MDAS Members
New CEO appointed after an independent, national search
Adoption of a new MDAS constitution grounded in Communities’ aspirations
Improved Board oversight of finances, risk management and strategic directions
Communities input to next Strategic Plan

STRENGTHEN FINANCIAL AND ASSET MANAGEMENT & CONTROLS
AND THE INTEGRITY OF MDAS’ COMPANY STRUCTURE.................

Completion of audited accounts for 2019-2020
Start of work to significantly increase oversight and control of MDAS finances and assets
Stronger risk management across the organisation
Systematic addressing of independent body recommendations
Cooperative work with the Commonwealth and State governments about financial management
Developed a Corporate Restructure Project Plan

PROMOTE PURPOSE, TRANSPARENCY, INTEGRITY AND ETHICAL
BEHAVIOUR WITHIN MDAS AND MANAGE MDAS........................

Increased transparency and frequency of communication to Members
Ethical and community-centred behaviour modelled by VACCHO and MDAS leaders 
CEO recruitment required demonstrated integrity and ethical leadership
MDAS values actively promoted to staff and incorporated into supervision
CEO open door policy encourages complaints

FOSTER PARTNERSHIPS AND WORK PROACTIVELY WITH IBAC AND
GOVERNMENT APPOINTED GRANTS ADMINISTRATORS................

 New partnerships in the Mallee achieve stronger outcomes for Aboriginal Communities
Respectful and robust relationships with government are supporting better quality services and
supports and building MDAS staff capacity
Timely and thorough responses to requests from IBAC, and the Commonwealth and State
governments about financial management

THIS IS WHAT VACCHO WAS 
ENGAGED TO DO, WHAT WE HAVE DONE,
& HOW WE HAVE DELIVERED:



what VACCHO has learned...
from Mallee Communities and MDAS
The MDAS Reform Project demonstrates the power of our Communities and
the importance of Community-control and self-determination.

Community control  ACCOs need a broad membership, need to continually promote the
benefits of membership, and offer many ways for Communities to participate

Strong governance  ACCOs need to invest in their Boards through good quality training and
independent support if required

ACCOs need a culture of continuous governance improvement to support the Board to fulfill its
obligations to set the strategic direction for the organisation and oversee finances and operational
risks

ACCOs need to review their constitutions to make sure they reinforce community-control, self-
determination and best practice governance 

Complaints & whistleblowing ACCOs need to review and strengthen their internal complaints
systems and make sure they have robust Whistleblower protections in place

These are lessons that VACCHO and other Aboriginal Community Controlled organisations
can learn.



is still central to the reform journey
The MDAS Reform Project has helped lay the foundations for a renewed MDAS.

MDAS needs to keep improving the quality of its current services and supports, while also
planning to meet the challenges of the future

The constitutional change, agreed by Members in April 2021, needs to be embedded within
MDAS’ organisational structures and systems

MDAS will need to respond to any issues identified by IBAC, and to issues raised by
Commonwealth and State governments about financial management

But there is much more to be done and it will require Communities’ help.

We encourage all Aboriginal people in the Mallee to be part of this reform journey – join
MDAS, speak up and have your say, think about working for MDAS.

VACCHO will continue to support MDAS through its Members supports including governance,
training, recruitment and advocacy.

The State Government is also committed to continuing to work with MDAS to make sure that
the best services possible are delivered to Aboriginal Communities in the Mallee.

COMMUNITY...


