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CHILD DEVELOPMENT SERVICES 
Grievance 

MR M.P. WHITELY (Bassendean) [9.49 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Health. Recently, both the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People, Michelle Scott, and the head of the State Child Development 
Centre, Dr John Wray, who is a paediatrician, highlighted to both a parliamentary committee and the media their 
concerns about how state-run child development services are being decimated. Michelle Scott told The West 
Australian on 27 August � 

I have received reports that staff on contracts are not having their contract renewed even if they are 
relieving for a permanent position, for example when the incumbent is on maternity leave � 

She also said � 

This is happening across the spectrum of allied health services, including audiology, speech therapy and 
physiotherapy. 

On the same day, 27 August, Dr John Wray told the Armadale Examiner � 

It is a real problem. There are lots of cuts � in child development. The loss of a speech pathologist in 
Armadale is just one example of that �  
Short term consequences could be difficulties in giving and taking instructions, which could cause 
frustration. 

�A medium impact would be on a child�s learning abilities at school and they could then be instead 
diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder � 

Dr Wray said in the long-term, these things could lead to further troubles at school, delinquency, 
reliance on welfare, mental health issues and unemployment.  

These cruel cuts fly in the face of the recommendations of recent reports that were delivered by the Education 
and Health Standing Committee and also the Community Development and Justice Standing Committee when 
they inquired into the health screening of kids and the needs of preprimary children. Both reports highlighted the 
desperate need for more state funding of speech therapists, audiologists and school-based nurses, among other 
services. Rather than more resources being put into these services, we are seeing them cut, as has been 
highlighted by the Commissioner for Children and Young People and Dr John Wray.  

The government�s response to the inquiry by the Education and Health Standing Committee, which 
recommended that there be an increase in the number of school nurses, was that it was conditionally supported. 
That sounds all right except that the real response was � 

The DOH � 
Department of Health � 

acknowledges the gaps in resources in child and school health nurses. Additional staff will be subject to 
available funds.  

The Department of Education and Training went on to say, even more disturbingly � 

Current services cannot be maintained unless the increase in student population and the establishment 
of new schools is matched by the allocation of additional resources.  

The Department of Education and Training is saying that even if the funding was kept level, it could not 
maintain the current level of services because of increased demand. We are seeing cuts in service delivery. As a 
consequence of this, thousands of WA children are having their long-term welfare put at risk simply to fund 
trinkets in the bush. It is just not good enough.  

I have very limited time, but I want to highlight as best I can the cases of three children whose parents have 
come to me in the past month. These parents are concerned about the impact this is having not only on their kids 
but also on thousands of other kids across Western Australia. One child is Dylan Steele, who is eight years old; 
another is Kelsey Page, who is five; and another is Michael Vasilio, whose parents, Zoi and Paras, are in the 
gallery today. Hopefully the minister will have a chance to meet with them briefly after we finish this grievance 
to hear their story firsthand. They can tell their story in much greater detail than I have an opportunity to do here 
today. 

Kelsey�s mother, Julie Page, is concerned about the cut to speech pathology services at the Lockridge 
Community Health Centre. I will read an extract from her letter � 
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When I contacted the Lockridge Community Health Centre to confirm that I wanted our daughter to 
remain on the waiting list, � 

For speech pathology � 

I enquired as to the current waiting time. My letter had advised me that it was 12 months +. I was 
informed that it would probably blow out considerably as two Speech Pathologists were leaving in 
September and they are not going to be replaced. 

Who makes such a decision? What is going on? The Governments of this nation make a big noise about 
trying to improve the Literacy rates in our schools, yet poor decisions like this are made. Do the people 
making these decisions realise exactly what it is that a Speech Pathologist does, or are they just looking 
at the bottom line on a balance sheet? 

I think that letter from Julie Page sums it up incredibly well. 

Another child whom I mentioned is Dylan Steele. Dylan is a child with extremely complex needs. His mother is 
a young mum with five kids, who is battling to do her best. It was obvious from my meeting with her that she is 
a very intelligent woman. Her analysis of the system is that Dylan has so many complex needs that he does not 
fit the criteria of any one service, and that the criteria seem designed to frustrate and exclude her and make her 
go away. As a consequence, Dylan�s education is suffering enormously. He has effectively been excluded from 
school, with little prospect of having a bright future. This is a mother who simply does not have access to 
financial resources to take on these issues independently.  

The other child whom I mentioned is Michael Vasilio. His parents, as I mentioned, are here today in the gallery. 
I cannot tell their story nearly as well as they can, but, very quickly, Michael is one of four sons ranging in ages 
from Nicholas, nine, through to Stephen, two. All boys have quite complex needs. Michael�s younger brother, 
Thomas, has spina bifida occulta and has real health needs that are incredibly draining on the family. Michael 
has auditory processing issues. His parents have come to me out of frustration at not being able to access the sort 
of intensive, highly skilled speech therapy services that Michael needs. I wrote to the minister about Michael in 
June. The minister responded very quickly, in July, and gave us three possible options that Michael�s parents 
could explore. None of those options was available to Michael. In fact, after being referred around the system, 
from two different sources they got basically the same advice on how teachers could better structure classrooms 
to deal with the sorts of issues that Michael has. It is nice, commonsense, sound advice, but it does nothing to 
address Michael�s complex needs.  

My second son had mild speech therapy issues. Because of my level of income, I could actually buy the sorts of 
services that my child needed. I suggest that there are thousands of kids in Western Australia whose parents 
simply do not have those opportunities. These cuts are savaging their child�s prospects.  

DR K.D. HAMES (Dawesville � Minister for Health) [9.56 am]: As the member would know, I have had 
reasonable involvement with this issue in the past. I share the member�s history of having a child with a 
disability that required extra support for that child, particularly through his school years. I well recall us, 
particularly Hon Barbara Scott, when in opposition�the member would well recall this�hounding the previous 
government about the lack of services provided in the area of speech pathology and occupational therapy. When 
the member put forward the proposal to the Education and Health Standing Committee, I strongly supported his 
move to undertake an investigation into the issues of speech pathology and occupational therapy. It is a major 
deficiency that has been going on for a long time. I guess the fact that the problems were not sorted out during 
the member�s time in government shows how difficult it is; it was not through any lack of desire on the 
member�s part or on the part of the former government.  

I regard the report of the member�s committee as extremely valuable. It highlights the gross deficiency in the 
quality and the quantity of services that are being provided through speech pathology. Obviously I got those 
recommendations after our budget was well and truly completed. There have not been savage cuts in the area of 
speech pathology.  

Mr M.P. Whitely: That is not what John Wray has said. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: I know; but I can tell the member that there has not been. There are budget limits in that 
department, the same as everywhere else, because of the international circumstances that we are in and the 
severe financial reduction to the budget to this state, but the same level of funding has been retained. The 
problem is of course that there is increasing � 

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan interjected. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: This is a grievance. This is not the member for Armadale�s opportunity.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan interjected.  
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Dr K.D. HAMES: No. The member interrupts; I will sit down. I am talking to the member for Bassendean.  

The issue with the provision of funding is that there is increased demand. There is increased demand through 
population growth, particularly in the areas of younger people needing those services. In two areas, particular 
changes have been made. One change is when people go on short-term leave�I was interested to hear the 
member mention maternity leave, depending on the length of time. Because of the difficulty of getting someone 
else to deal with the particular issues of a speech therapist who normally has a very strong relationship with a 
client, and to allow the service to stay within the budget, a person on short-term leave has not been replaced.  

There was another area in which alleged cuts were made�the member for Alfred Cove has a question on this. 
During the former government�s time there was a budget underspend within that department. I am not sure why, 
but it was doing a review into the provision of services to the community, particularly speech pathology. The 
department used those existing funds to engage an additional 12 full-time equivalents. Those 12 FTEs have not 
been replaced.  

Mr M.P. Whitely: I know what the minister is referring to. John Wray highlights that it was actually a 
reorganisation that led to some efficiencies. They reallocated that to service delivery, and now that money has 
been taken away. We have seen 12 FTEs taken away.   

Dr K.D. HAMES: It has not been taken away.  

Mr M.P. Whitely: That is not what John Wray says. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: Again, that is my point. I talked to the department just before the member raised his 
grievance, and the department says no; it was one-off additional funding that was available. They took out the 
staff to give them the opportunity to participate in the review. That review has now been completed and is being 
implemented. The funding has stayed the same. The funding has not been reduced. The department is now 
expending the full amount of funding that is available to provide this service. In the previous year, it did not 
expend the full amount.  

Mr M.P. Whitely: That is not John Wray�s interpretation. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: Well, the member should talk to the department.  

Mr M.P. Whitely: He said that they have actually made some efficiencies that allowed them to fund another 12 
positions. The net effect now is that those 12 positions have disappeared.  

Dr K.D. HAMES: That is not true. The reality is that the funding has not been reduced. The problem is that 
those 12 FTEs, who were doing the job of just the review, have now gone back to their normal job. The number 
of staff in total is less those 12 positions, but the service that is being provided is the same as it was. That is 
because those people were not providing a direct service; they were doing a review. 

Mr M.P. Whitely: That is quite different from John Wray�s interpretation of what happened. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: Nevertheless, I am just relying to the member what I have told just an hour ago by the person 
who is running that department.  

Mr M.P. Whitely: That is not what I have been told. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: At the end of the day, member for Bassendean, the issue is that there is not enough money to 
provide the services that are required in this area. The waiting lists now are atrocious�as they were when the 
member was in government. 

Mr M.P. Whitely: They are getting worse. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: I do not know about that. The waiting time for speech pathology is 15 months. That seems 
very similar to the figure that Hon Barbara Scott and all the people whom the member has brought along here 
today � 

Mr M.P. Whitely interjected. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: I did not interrupt the member. This is a grievance. I am trying to have a serious conversation 
with the member about this matter. I agree with the member that there is a major deficiency in the services that 
are being provided in this area. The situation may well be getting worse, because the funding is the same, yet the 
demand is growing. That is the issue that I as the minister need to address. I am determined that over the next 
three years of our time in government, as we lead up to the next election, we will address this issue. It is an issue 
that I take very seriously. In fact, just last week I mentioned to all our senior health staff that not only is this an 
issue that is a major challenge for our government, but also this is an issue on which I believe we should be 
judged. We complained about this issue when we were in opposition. We were extremely critical of the Labor 
government for its lack of services in this area. My job now as the minister, having made those criticisms, and 
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the member�s committee having tabled a report that proves that there is indeed a severe deficiency in the 
provision of these services, is to fix that deficiency. I give a commitment to the member in this house that I will 
work extremely hard to get the waiting times down and to make sure that additional funding is put into this very 
important area.  
 


