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FORCED ADOPTIONS 

Statement 
HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [9.55 pm]: Last Friday, the Senate Community Affairs 
References Committee held public hearings in Perth for its inquiry into the commonwealth contribution to the 
former forced adoption policies and practices. The terms of reference of the inquiry were simple. They were, 
firstly—I am paraphrasing here—to determine whether the commonwealth government had any culpability for 
forced adoptions; and, secondly, whether there was a role for the commonwealth to develop a national 
framework to assist states and territories to address the consequences for the mothers, and their families and 
children, who were subjected to the forced adoption policies. I welcome that inquiry, and I recognise the hard 
work of my colleague, Greens Senator Rachel Siewert, for making this inquiry come about at the federal level, 
and I look forward to the outcome. 

It is important to raise some of the issues that have arisen since this Parliament made the important apology to 
the women and families who have been subjected to the policy of forced adoptions. That apology was made on 
19 October last year. I welcome the fact that all four parties in this Parliament supported that apology. We heard 
some very heartfelt and eloquent speeches from members on all sides, relaying their sincere apology for what 
had happened. I am also very pleased that Western Australia led the charge in making that apology. 

I understand that for many people, the apology was the beginning of the very important process of healing. It 
was a very significant point of recognition for the mothers in particular. For some of the adoptees, it was the first 
time they had had the opportunity to hear, from someone other than an immediate family member, an 
acknowledgement of the true circumstances surrounding their adoption and to know that they had not been given 
away readily. That was a very important beginning to their process of healing.  

But it is only the first step. It is important that our commitment to address these past wrongs does not end there. 
Tens of thousands of mothers were affected by these past practices and policies. Many of the children who were 
adopted have also been damaged by these processes, and have experienced a lack of belonging, and feelings of 
mistrust and abandonment. These past practices and policies have also had negative impacts on the fathers of 
these children, on the families that have subsequently adopted these children, and on the extended family, such 
as grandparents, who lost the opportunity to be grandparents to their grandchildren. Each person has a unique 
story.  

Since the apology, I have received quite a lot of contact from mothers around Australia, but particularly in 
Western Australia, about the need for follow-up services, and the need to access specific information. Many of 
these mothers need individualised and specialised counselling and support. The current service provision for 
counselling for these women is piecemeal and patchwork. The non-government organisations that are currently 
delivering these services are being given no option other than to charge for their services. Many of these 
organisations have not received an increase in their funding, other than in line with the consumer price index, for 
many decades. One NGO told me that it has been 27 years since it has received an increase in its funding. We 
certainly know that a few group sessions, or a handful of Medicare-funded counselling sessions, is inadequate 
and will not be enough to address the degree of trauma that we are talking about. What we do know is that even 
many general psychologists and counsellors do not have adequate understanding of what happened, nor the 
expertise to treat the very specific issues that have arisen for these women. As a result, there is a real capacity to 
harm these women all over again.  

Ongoing support includes the need for specialised services, including trauma counselling. We need to remember 
that these women were often drugged or handcuffed, verbally abused and lied to. It is a very specialised area and 
it needs very specialised training. We also need to recognise that, in some cases, it is simply not going to be 
appropriate to have both the adoptees and the mothers counselled together. They need separate, safe 
environments to receive appropriate support. Also, many of them still feel as though they are being traumatised 
by ongoing secrecy. They have expressed difficulty in being able to access their records and noted that, when 
they have tried, many of the records have been destroyed or parts of them blacked out.  

Among other issues that arise for these women are the ongoing fear of receiving medical assistance; for example, 
a lot of them are too frightened to go to their GP to have pap smears. They feel there is a real need for some sort 
of educational program for GPs so that they gain a better understanding of the sorts of trauma that is very 
specific to these women.  

Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected. 

Hon ALISON XAMON: It is important to recognise that the services being offered by the Department for Child 
Protection are not always acceptable to everyone. A number of the women have said that they do not feel 
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comfortable going to government institutions because it was government institutions in the first place that were 
responsible for their great trauma.  

Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected. 

Hon ALISON XAMON: Some do come back with reports of having received very good support from DCP. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected.  

Hon ALISON XAMON: I note the interjection from the Minister for Child Protection. It is very disappointing 
that she is not prepared to listen to what I am saying, because the women who have been subject to these — 

Point of Order 
Hon ED DERMER: I am doing my best to focus on what Hon Alison Xamon is saying. I am also interested in 
hearing Hon Robyn McSweeney’s comments. We would all be assisted if we could hear them one at a time. I 
note there is a considerable amount of time available for further members’ statements. Hon Robyn McSweeney 
has a facility that Hon Alison Xamon does not have; namely, of perhaps making a ministerial statement at the 
beginning of each day’s sitting should she wish to do so. Perhaps, Mr President, if you could encourage the 
ladies to speak one at a time, that would be helpful.  

The PRESIDENT: Thank you for the reminder. I was just about to make the point about interjections. Do not 
forget that the same rules apply to every member in this chamber.  

Debate Resumed 
Hon ALISON XAMON: I think it is really important that members are able to listen to the sorts of things I am 
saying and realise that I am relaying very real concerns that have come directly from women who have been very 
deeply traumatised by these experiences. I do not think they should be so readily dismissed. Some people have 
said they have received positive help from DCP, although there is still a concern about the inability to access 
records and about not feeling as though they are being respected or understood. It is important, therefore, that we 
ensure we have appropriate independent services for these women because they need to be given choice and to 
feel sure they have options so they can get the help they need. 

Western Australia has a good history of leading the way on adoption legislation and services, but we need to 
make sure that in this instance we follow through from the very positive experience of the apology and back it up 
with appropriate services. We need to understand that while the apology was a really important first step, for 
some of these women it had the effect of raising a lot of the deeply held trauma to the surface. Non-government 
organisations that work in these areas need more resources. These women have particular concerns about 
unrealistic expectations around reunions, and it is very important that they are dealt with by experienced 
professionals. I urge the government to look at increasing funding to groups such as Jigsaw, the Adoption 
Research and Counselling Service and others, to enhance the availability of support services. It would be useful 
for the government to consider providing similar services to those available in other states, such as setting up a 
special search service to assist mothers who wish to be reunited with their children. An issue of real priority is 
the education of our general practitioners and other health service providers about the particular needs of these 
mothers and forced adoptees.  

On that note, the day the apology was made was a very good day, but it was only the beginning; it needs to be 
followed through with specific trauma services. I am really looking forward to seeing what comes out of the 
national inquiry. I hope it will be positive in that it will provide a framework for services that the states may 
want to adopt. 
 


