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EDUCATION AND CARE SERVICES NATIONAL LAW (WA) BILL 2011 

Second Reading 

Resumed from 30 November 2011. 

MR R.H. COOK (Kwinana — Deputy Leader of the Opposition) [12.28 pm]: I take pleasure today in rising 

to speak on the Education and Care Services National Law (WA) Bill 2011. It is a particularly important bill and 

one that takes us further down the road of improving the quality of childcare services nationally. It is also an area 

in which I have some family experience. My mother is a kindergarten teacher from way back, and after she had 

been busy bringing up seven wonderful kids—particularly the seventh, on whom she did a very fine job — 

Ms M.M. Quirk: Even if you do say so yourself. 

Dr A.D. Buti: She definitely stopped after you, didn’t she? 

Mr R.H. COOK: She stopped, member for Armadale, because she had perfected the process: by number seven, 

she knew that it could not get any better than that! 

Certainly, because she was a kindergarten teacher, which I think was her designated title at that point, we were 

all sent to early childhood education services, as we would now describe them. Once I had reached a certain age 

in primary school in the mid-1970s, my mum went back into early childhood education to work with what was 

the beginning of the playgroups around the state. I was exposed at a very early age to the principles of the 

importance of early childhood education and the important role it plays in forming and providing a foundation 

for children’s education prior to kindergarten and preprimary school. That learning process begins from day one. 

Parents play a very important role in that education process; we know that if we introduce kids into the education 

process as early as possible, we are building on the foundations to ensure that they get the very best start in life. I 

believe we do very important work in continuing to improve the quality of early childhood education services. 

The Labor opposition supports this legislation, because obviously it comes at the end of a very long process 

whereby state governments across Australia have agreed to go down this path of creating a national uniform and 

consistent set of standards in early childhood education. We also support the legislation because it draws upon 

the very basis of Labor’s core values of making life easier for families. Early childhood education services are 

very important in ensuring that families get the greatest possible support to give their kids the best possible start 

in life. It is also about real improvement in services for Western Australians and ensuring that those services, 

whether they be private or community-based childcare centres, provide the very best level of services that we, as 

providers and regulators, can provide for kids. 

As the Minister for Planning pointed out in his second reading speech, this legislation has come out of the 

National Partnership Agreement on the National Quality Agenda for Early Childhood Education and Care, which 

was struck in December 2009. This legislation is national template legislation that I am very pleased to see the 

Western Australian government bring forward. I had the pleasure of being part of the bipartisan national health 

professionals registration legislation in, I think, 2010. Again, with this legislation, we are looking to nationalise 

these important regulatory regimes and guidelines so that we can have a national approach to the standards and 

portability of people’s professions. 

I commend the federal Labor government for bringing on board all the state governments. It cannot be a 

particularly easy process to convince each state government to relinquish some level of independence in a 

jurisdiction over which they have had complete control in the past; they now have to fit in with a national 

agenda. Apart from the very ideological issues that might be obstacles to proceeding in that direction, there is 

also a range of bureaucratic, traditional and other obstacles that might be impediments to agreement on a 

national framework.  

These COAG agreements are no mean feat. I recently had the opportunity to facilitate a working group as part of 

the COAG national process on Indigenous affairs, primarily to do with the Closing the Gap program. I must say 

it was an absolute labyrinth of working parties and different layers of authority and regulatory checks and policy 

reform and refinement, which quite frankly I found mind-numbing and a bit depressing at the time, thinking that 

what we are watching is a seamless policy approach, when what we are actually watching is an absolute monster 

of policy layers and bureaucracy. But that seems to be a fairly effective process, and I commend all those who 

find themselves involved in that process and find themselves coming out the other side with some sort of policy 

framework in place.  

National Labor’s record in early childhood education and child care is exemplary. Like many of the true reforms 

that we have seen in our nation’s history, Australian Labor is front and centre of those reforms. Assistance for 

parents for their out-of-pocket childcare costs goes back, of course, to the Whitlam government of 1972, as do a 

lot of the reforms in health, education and so forth. We have built upon that very proud history in national Labor 
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governments ever since, and have continued to refine and reform this policy area to ensure that we are building 

upon the support for families and providing solid assistance for them to undertake services such as child care. 

We do so for a range of reasons that go to the core of our values and that make sense in terms of good economic 

reform. Increasing the participation rate of women in our workforce is extremely important for our economic 

development. The low participation rate of women in the workforce in Australia compared with the rate in other 

OECD countries continues to dog us. Australian Labor supports women in the workplace, to ensure that they can 

continue to remain in the workplace and progress their careers. We know that the participation rate of women 

early in their careers is fairly good. But as I will explain later in my speech, we also know that as people progress 

to more senior ranks in their careers, the participation rate of women drops significantly.  

We know that the work that we do in early childhood education supports and improves the conditions of 

childcare workers, who play an incredibly important role in ensuring that our children who are in their care have 

a very nurturing, supportive and positive environment in which to play and recreate while their parents are at 

work. They also play an important role in ensuring that child care is part of the education process and of building 

a solid foundation for their future. It is very pleasing to see as part of this legislation and a lot of other thinking in 

our community that we are moving away from child care being an extended babysitting service to child care 

being an integral part of our education system. We believe in this stuff, because it provides strong services and 

support for families, which is crucial to creating a nurturing and loving environment in the home. Support for 

families means that kids can get a good start in life and seize the opportunities available to them in our 

community. It improves the early childhood education of our kids by creating learning and caring environments 

to ensure that they have the right start in life.  

The old childcare assistance payments, as they were originally, were replaced over time by a two-tiered 

system—the childcare benefit, which was means tested to low-income earners, and the childcare rebate, which 

was non-means tested. Part of that approach was to increase the overall participation rate of women. One is a 

basic assistance package that Australian parents need for their kids to participate in early childhood education 

and the other is a support base that men and women need to not only continue their careers but also earn a living 

to support their kids.  

In its time, the Howard government set the childcare rebate at a maximum of 30 per cent of parents’ out-of-

pocket childcare costs. I want to reflect briefly on the work that the Gillard government has done to continue that 

great Labor tradition of improving and supporting our childcare sector. It has increased the childcare rebate from 

30 per cent to 50 per cent of parents’ out-of-pocket expenses and raised the annual limit for each child from 

$4 354 to $7 500. That is a significant increase. It has also increased the childcare benefit, providing extra 

assistance to 650 000 low to middle-income families each year. A low-income family using full-time child care 

now has around 80 per cent of childcare fees covered. These are issues that Labor, and Labor governments, holds 

very dear and around which we perform very well when in office.  

The work of the Gillard government has also seen an important response to the collapse of the ABC Learning 

Centres in 2008. The federal government stepped in with $58 million to ensure continuity of care for around 

95 000 families. As a result, 90 per cent of the centres still operate today. That is an extraordinary record in 

valuing the work of early childhood education and ensuring these important facilities continue in our 

community. The federal government is funding an unlimited number of childcare places. The number of 

childcare centres has increased from 11 449 in December 2007 to 13 807 in December 2010. Again, that is a 

significant increase. We are seeing a further injection of funds to make sure early childhood education services 

remain front and centre of Labor’s commitment to families. The Gillard government, in conjunction with state 

and territory governments, is looking at setting up 38 child and family centres, offering integrated services such 

as child care, play groups, family support, and child and maternal health. We have already heard the Premier talk 

about wanting to be part of that national Labor initiative and to play a role in ensuring families in Western 

Australia also benefit from that great national policy.  

In addition, the federal government has set up the MyChild website to help parents identify child care that suits 

their family. Providing greater access to information about the quality of services is an important part of this 

legislation. Members can see how the Gillard government is working to ensure it supports the initiatives enabled 

under this legislation. It is investing $24.5 million to roll out the Australian Early Development Index so we can 

measure how our kids are faring before they start school. From time to time we see in the media people’s 

misgivings about the effectiveness or otherwise of national indexes on learning. We have seen a lot of discussion 

in the media about the accuracy and appropriateness of the National Assessment Program — Literacy and 

Numeracy and also the MyHospitals website.  

These things allow us to benchmark ourselves against other states, they allow parents and consumers of other 

government services to see how we are faring, and they allow a snapshot to ensure that our performance is 

boosted in those areas in which we are not performing so well. Therefore, national and state governments can 
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then direct extra resources to those areas of need. These sorts of interventions are very important for a modern 

government to ensure that we are moving forward in an informed way and in a way that ensures that we continue 

to improve our efforts.  

As I said, Labor will be supporting this legislation because we believe it is a very important part of the continued 

improvement of early childhood education services. This bill deals with services providing education and/or care 

on a regular basis to children under 13 years of age, other than those at school. This essentially means children 

who are in long-day care, family day care and outside-school-hours care programs. Accordingly, it is principally 

targeted at children in those early years, those at day care and those not yet old enough to attend preschool or 

school. It is very important legislation and it is important that we get it right.  

The availability of good quality and affordable child care has contributed to the increased participation rate of 

women in our labour workforce. In August 2011, women’s participation in the national workforce was 59  per 

cent. That is almost double what it was in August 1961, when it was 34 per cent. We are doing very important 

work to ensure that we continue Labor’s ongoing reform process. Former Prime Minister Paul Keating once said, 

“Labor makes history. Liberals react to it.” Here we have writ large the important work of a national Labor 

government continuing to improve the work of early childhood services available to families.  

I want to speak briefly about the importance of early learning. As I said when the Education and Health Standing 

Committee’s thirteenth report, “Child Health — Child Development: the first 3 years”, was presented, we on this 

side of the chamber absolutely subscribe to the view that the early years of a child’s life are incredibly important 

in laying the foundations of their health and education. Labor understands the importance of early learning. As I 

said in my brief comments on the report of the Education and Health Standing Committee earlier today, I 

commend the work of Hon Linda Savage and the policy work she has done to boost the level of understanding 

on our side and also the work she has done in a number of papers. I commend to all members the policy and 

discussion papers that WA Labor has published on early childhood. In November 2010, we published the 

discussion paper “The Health and Happiness of our Children: A new approach for the Early Years”. That was 

followed up by our policy paper “Growing Children Well”. We want to make sure that early childhood services 

are front and centre of our policy direction. We want to ensure that children in Western Australia have the very 

best childhood services and we are giving them the best possible start in life to ensure that they can take 

advantage of the opportunities presented to them. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 556.]  

 


