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Specialist
paid to 
help NDIS 
‘do stuff’

An “expert” in the controversial
field of behavioural economics
was paid $88,000 for four
months’ work by the agency
running the National Disability
Insurance Scheme because its
regular employees needed help
with communication.

Bri Williams and her company
People Patterns was awarded a
$132,000 contract with the
National Disability Insurance
Agency, two-thirds of which was
paid out between March and June
last year, with the promise she
could “get people to do stuff”.

Ms Williams bills herself as
“Australia’s first and only special-
ist” in the application of behav-
ioural economics to business.

“It was really just helping with
staff skills and how they (NDIA
employees) communicate with
the constituents,” Ms Williams
told The Australian.

But she said she could not go
into anymore detail.

“With me you become behav-
ioural designers, confidently in-
troducing tweaks to how you
engage your market to get maxi-
mum conversion,” Ms Williams
says on her LinkedIn profile.
“Learn how to get people to take
action each time, every time.”

The NDIA has more than
2000 full-time equivalent staff,
including a large internal com-
munications team, and another
1037 contractors working inside
the agency.

The agency spent more than
$180 million on consultancies and
contractors in the 2016-17 finan-
cial year and plans to spend
another $150m in the coming
year, according to leaked docu-
ments previously obtained by The
Australian.

It also emerged that the agen-

cy paid one person more than
$800,000 in a single year to act as
a “special adviser” to the chief
operating officer of the scheme,
and legal advice obtained by The
Australian shows managers were
warned they could be in breach of
the Fair Work Act.

The key problem is where the
agency hires contractors who
perform work that might “prop-
erly characterise” them as a pub-
lic servant.

“People Patterns Pty Ltd were
commissioned to provide specific
behavioural economics expertise
to the NDIA in developing
enhanced communications for
NDIS participants, their families
and carers,” an agency spokes-
woman said.

“The NDIA is growing at a
large scale and a fast pace during
the transition period. During this
period of growth, the agency has
engaged a mix of ongoing and
contracted agency staff, com-
munity partners as local area co-
ordinators, as well as a small
number of contracted specialist
advisers and consultants.

“This has provided the agency
with both the flexibility and skills
required to deliver the NDIS,
which is a significant national
reform, the first of its kind.”

Critics of behavioural eco-
nomics have labelled it “pseudo-
science” and “homoeopathy” but
the field has crept into main-
stream policymaking and aware-
ness after psychologist Daniel
Kahneman won the 2002 Nobel
Memorial Prize in economics.

“Getting people to do stuff is
hard. It doesn’t have to be,” Ms
Williams says on her website.

“Whether you want to master
your own habits or better influ-
ence customers, staff and deci-
sion-makers, I’ll show you how
science makes it easy.”

The consultant, who has a
degree in applied psychology and
accounting, charges about $150 a
session for “coaching” — mini-
mum three sessions — and sells
books, recordings and other notes
through her website.

She spells out the categories
of embedding “behavioural
techniques in your business”
from “unconscious incom-
petence” to “conscious incom-
petence” and eventually “un-
conscious competence”.
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The acting head of the Austra-
lian Border Force insists his
agency is responsible for reduc-
ing the number of people il-
legally living in the country
despite research suggesting the
agency is “toothless” in reining in
the problem.

Acting Commissioner Mi-
chael Outram said the number of
unlawful non-citizens in the
community in 2016-17 dropped
to 62,900 from 64,600 a year
before. The ABF said this was de-
spite increasing numbers of tem-
porary visa holders coming to
Australia — from 6.5 million in
2015-16 to 7.1 million in 2016-17
based on departmental figures.

“The number of individuals
who overstay their visas each

year is actually very small. Less
than 1 per cent of people are
doing the wrong thing,” Mr Out-
ram said. 

The ABF released a report by
Whereto Research Based Con-
sulting on “unlawful non-
citizens” after a question on
notice from Labor senator Kim
Carr at a Senate estimates hear-
ing last year. The report sugges-
ted the number of overstayers
had expanded because of a rise in
temporary migration as well as
streamlined electronic visas
being extended to a greater
number of countries.

“The department’s data hold-
ings on unlawful non-citizens
suggest a cohort that is steadily
increasing over time, growing
from 60,900 at 30 June, 2012, to
an estimated 64,600 at 30 June,
2016,” the report says. 

Tourists make up the largest
number of overstayers, followed
by students then working holi-
day makers and temporary resi-
dents. Most are from Malaysia,
China, the US and Britain.

Damningly, the report sug-
gested people were not scared of
getting caught. 

“There was a strong sense
among staff in the department
that it is seen as ‘toothless’ by visa
overstayers,’’ the report says.

“Fear of getting caught has
been reduced as a deterrent to
people in the community.’’

The ABF said the agency has
turned this trend around in the
past year, and is trumpeting
increased efforts to find these
people. 

The force said in 2016-17 there
were 15,885 “location events”
where people without valid visas
were tracked down, compared
with 15,117 in 2015-16. 

“Taskforce Cadena has car-
ried out more than 20 large-scale
operations to disrupt illegal
worker operations right across
the country,” Mr Outram said.

He also said Australia was
working with Malaysia to stop
labour hire syndicates.

“We’re also taking the fight
offshore. For example, we are
working closely with the govern-
ment of Malaysia to disrupt il-
legal labour hire syndicates and
stopping individuals before they
come to Australia,’’ Mr Outram
said.

The force’s chief, Roman
Quaedvlieg, is on leave, facing an
investigation by the Australian
Commission for Law Enforce-
ment Integrity.
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British citizenship. She noted it
was the government that had
blocked a motion in parliament
last month to refer a swag of gov-
ernment and opposition MPs to
the High Court. 

The Labor motion sought to
refer the Coalition’s Julia Banks,
Nola Marino, Jason Falinski and
Alex Hawke and crossbencher
Rebekha Sharkie, along with the
ALP’s Justine Keay, Josh Wilson,
David Feeney and Ms Lamb. 

“They are running a protec-
tion racket for their own MPs,”
Ms Plibersek said. 

The government sees Ms
Lamb, the member for the mar-
ginal seat of Longman on the
Sunshine Coast, as the most vul-
nerable MP on the opposition
benches when it comes to the dual
citizenship issue.

Mr Pyne, speaking as Leader
of the House, said: “Our first pref-
erence is for Bill Shorten to do the
right thing and refer his own MPs
to the High Court, including
Susan Lamb who is without a
doubt still a citizen of the UK. 

“In the absence of that, the
government will refer any MP
with a serious case to answer.”

Ms Lamb’s father was born in
Scotland. A fortnight before she
nominated for Longman in 2016,
she filled out and sent a Declar-
ation of Renunciation to the Brit-
ish Home Office, ticking the box
“I am a British citizen”.

Under British citizenship law,
to claim British citizenship by de-
scent from a British father, the
parents must have been married
at the time of birth.

Ms Lamb says her parents
were married in Queensland be-

Continued from Page 1 fore she was born but, for reasons
unclear, she was unable to obtain
a copy of the marriage certificate.

In early August that year,
weeks after the federal election,
the Home Office wrote to Ms
Lamb saying “we cannot be satis-
fied from the documents avail-
able that you hold British
citizenship”, apparently because
of the lack of the marriage certifi-
cate, and declined her renunci-
ation application.

Ms Lamb obtained a legal
opinion from British barrister
Adrian Berry, who concluded she
had satisfied all legal require-
ments for renouncing citizenship
when she filled out the form and
sent it to the Home Office.

Professor Twomey said: “As-
suming that Ms Lamb is correct in
her assertions about her back-
ground, and that the legal advice
that she received from a lawyer in
the UK declaring that she is a citi-
zen of the UK is also correct, then
she would still be a citizen of the
UK because her renunciation has
not been processed.”

Professor Twomey said she
found it “odd” that Ms Lamb
failed to access her parents’ mar-
riage certificate.

“The registrar has discretion
to grant access to a marriage cer-
tificate if there is good reason for
doing so,” she said, and
“facilitating candidature for par-
liament” would clearly be a good
reason.

Another prominent consti-
tutional law expert, the Universi-
ty of NSW’s George Williams,
said for the High Court to disqual-
ify Ms Lamb, “it would need to be
clear she is a British citizen, and
that she has not taken reasonable
steps to renounce it”.

Shorten told to force  
‘Brit’ MP to resign

Time to say good buy to over-inflated property prices

Homebuyers are starting to find
better deals as the housing market
cracks across the country, with
some vendors willing to accept
prices noticeably lower than this
time last year.

Although prices remain elev-
ated in east coast capitals, some
buyers have managed to spend
less than they originally thought,
and more affordable regional
areas are seeing demand from
commuters and tree-changers.

Most capital cities saw housing
prices fall or hold steady last
month, according to figures from
property researcher CoreLogic,
with the market losing steam in
recent months as investors pull
back amid curbs on lending. 

CoreLogic head of research
Tim Lawless picked Brisbane as
one of the brighter capital city
options for bargain-hunting buy-

ers, with affordable homes, popu-
lation growth rising and jobs
growth more broadbased. 

Darwin offered “exceptional”
value but prices could fall further,
while Perth appeared close to bot-
toming and looked affordable. 

Elsewhere, demand was pick-

ing up in lifestyle markets includ-
ing coastal and hinterland regions
and Hobart.

Across the expensive but
weakening Sydney market, prin-
cipal buyer at OH Property
Group Henny Stier has seen ven-
dors nervous about going to auc-

tion and buyers paying less than
asking price.

She says the inner west and
lower north shore have dropped
off “substantially” and the top-
end market above $3 million was
starting to soften after staying
stronger for longer.

“Bargains are to be had pretty
much everywhere. Buyers need to
focus on motivated vendors,” Ms
Stier said. “Find out if the vendors
have bought something else,
because if they’ve bought some-
thing else they need to sell within
a certain time frame or they’ll be
stuck with two mortgages.” 

Ray White chairman Brian
White has seen growing interest
in coastal Queensland and Adel-
aide from buyers looking for good
value, as well as the resources-
affected parts of northern
Queensland and WA. 

“The WA market is definitely
on the improve and a number of
people are saying there’s really

good buying still in those particu-
lar markets,” Mr White said. 

In Perth, first homebuyer
Hyunjin Lee, 34, bought a three-
bedroom, two bathroom house on
a large block in High Wycombe
near the airport. 

Even in Perth’s more afford-
able market, he says his new buy is
a “great deal” as it is in better con-
dition than other homes he
looked at, while the area will
benefit from a soon-to-be-com-
pleted new train station.

Zana van de Graaf of Property
Buyers Services picks Perth’s
northern suburbs as good value
and has seen buyers moving from
Sydney and Melbourne to Perth
for the affordability. 

In Melbourne, Buyers Home
Base founder Julie DeBondt-
Barker says good value is still
available in outer suburbs on train
lines such as Epping, North
Frankston, Hoppers Crossing,
Werribee and Cranbourne. 
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Hyunjin Lee outside his recently-bought Perth home

Polo prepares stage for Magic Millions
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Argentinian polo captain Nacho Figueras, right, in yesterday’s feature match on the Southport Spit before this week’s Magic Millions auction 

Of all the things to do at the beach
this summer, playing equestrian
polo on the Southport Spit was a
first for superstar jockey Hugh
Bowman.

But the man who’s done just
about everything there is to do in
thoroughbred racing — from rid-
ing all-conquering mare Winx to
a third consecutive Cox Plate to
being capped as the world’s best
hoop after last year’s Japan Cup
— took it in his stride when they
handed him a mallet and asked
him to saddle up.

“I’m not worried about falling
off, if that’s what you’re asking
me,” he laughed, donning his
whites. “I have been riding horses
all my life so I guess you could call
this another string to my bow.”

It wasn’t just racing royalty out
in force at yesterday’s launch of
the Magic Millions bloodstock
sales and racing carnival on
Queensland’s Gold Coast: the
Queen’s granddaughter, Zara
Phillips, was the centre of atten-
tion after announcing she was
expecting her second child with

husband Mike Tindall, the former
English rugby captain.

Ms Phillips took a tumble at
last year’s inaugural polo day but
sensibly stayed on the sidelines
yesterday. Bowman, 37, took the
field with top female jockey
Kathy O’Hara and former Aus-
tralian polo team captain Damian
Johnston. They were up against
leading trainers Chris Munce,
Michael Kent and professional
polo player Ed Archibald. 

Bowman scored the opening
goal with a 40m strike. “He’s a

natural,” the announcer said, as
the big, happy crowd of 2000
hooted their approval. To prove it
was no fluke, Bowman scored
again. But the trainers hit back
with two late goals, tying the
match 2-2, with both riders and
mounts lathered in sweat beneath
a blazing Queensland sun.

“It’s certainly something dif-
ferent,” Bowman said.

Organiser Katie Page, who co-
owns the Magic Millions auction
house with businessman husband
Gerry Harvey, said the polo day

added another dimension to the
carnival with its stunning back-
drop of Surfers Paradise. “Where
else could you find yourself over-
looking such a stunning intersec-
tion of waterways, the skyline and
surf with this incredible polo-
playing action in the foreground,”
she said.

The feature match showcased
the silky skills of Argentinian polo
captain Nacho Figueras, whose
smouldering looks have made
him the face of fashion house
Ralph Lauren. His team, made up

of player and commentator Fran-
cesca Cumani and new Australian
polo team captain Jack Archibald,
galloped to a 5-3 win over Jack’s
brother, Rob Archibald, cousin
Alec White and Australian
women’s team player Billie
Mascart.

In the air-conditioned VIP
marquee, Olympic swimming
great Dawn Fraser was joined by
Sydney radio identity Ray Hadley
and a well-hydrated throng of A-
listers. 

The serious business starts
today when the big names of
Australian racing converge on the
Gold Coast to start looking over
the yearlings that are the real stars
of the Magic Millions, hoping to
uncover another Winx.

In January 2013, she was just
another unknown filly that
stepped into the auction ring as
Lot 239 and sold for a modest
$230,000 when the hammer fell.
Modest, because five years on
Winx is the toast of the nation,
having won $15 million for her
owners including the record-
equalling triple in the Cox Plate.
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Rob Archibald and Francesca Cumani with son Harry and, right, Magic Millions owners 
Gerry Harvey and Katie Page flanked by John Singleton and Dawn Fraser 

Inappropriate Medicare billing
prompted the federal govern-
ment to record up to $29 million
worth of debts against doctors
and other healthcare providers
last year — 20 times the amount
raised against patients for their
allegedly dodgy claims.

For the first time, the amount
of money owed to Medicare has
been separated into provider and
public amounts, with $1.4m in
debts recorded against patients in
2016-17. Debts recorded against
doctors and other health practi-

tioners have increased signifi-
cantly in recent years and the
government is moving to recover
more of that money.

In previous years, before gov-
ernment changes, the debts were
lumped together, which only
emphasises the growth in pro-
vider debts as shown by the new
figures. 

In 2012-13, there was $4.8m in
total new debt raised, rising to
$18.6m in total in 2015-16. 

Last year’s provider debt was
surpassed only by the 2014-15
total of $64m, which included
$53.1m in debts relating to the
chronic disease dental scheme
that had to be waived.

The government has struggled
to recover more than 20 per cent

of money owed by doctors and
other providers, but last year ex-
pected to recoup up to $13m, or a
third, of the provider debt. The
last budget foreshadowed a
tougher compliance regime, in-
cluding deducting money owed
from future doctor earnings, like-
ly to deliver $103.8m over four
years from 2017-18.

Health officials have pre-
viously suggested the inter-
national benchmark for compli-

ance is 1 per cent of expenditure
raised as debts and recovered, and
that Australia is below that mark.
In 2016-17, Medicare funded
394.3m services and paid out
$22 billion in benefits.

A Medicare benefits schedule
review taskforce is examining
5700 rebate items in an effort to
realign them with best practice,
and will this year recommend
new rules and guidelines likely to
put further downward pressure
on the budget.

The mid-year budget update
showed the review had found
$409m in savings — two-thirds of
which came from changes to
after-hours home doctor services
— that the government had re-
invested in Medicare.
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