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CHILD ABUSE, GOVERNMENT INACTION 
Matter of Public Interest 

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER (Mrs D.J. Guise):  Today I received a letter from the member for Nedlands, shadow 
Minister for Justice and Legal Affairs and Community Development, seeking to debate as a matter of public 
interest the following motion - 

That this House censures the Gallop Government for its preoccupation with superficial solutions to the 
problem of child abuse and its failure to address the substance of this insidious issue. 

If sufficient members agree to this motion, I will allow it. 

[At least five members rose in their places.] 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  The matter shall proceed on the usual basis, as detailed in the standing orders.  

MS S.E. WALKER (Nedlands) [3.06 pm]:  I move the motion.   

I regard child sexual abuse as a matter of great public importance and interest.  As we speak, in homes, 
institutions, schools or anywhere children congregate and where paedophiles can have their needs met, 
physically immature children are being subject to adult sexual practices.  That is the reality of what is happening 
in our suburbs in Perth, Western Australia.  I do not want this matter politicised, but I do want to make a 
difference.  I am pleased that my colleagues on this side of the House, who are mostly male, support this view, 
although that does not mean that my fellow female members do not support this motion. 

The general public does not have any idea of the extent of child sexual abuse in our society.  Although right-
thinking people, which is most people, abhor the evil of paedophilia; most people in our society and many 
members of Parliament do not have any idea about the extent of child sexual abuse in Western Australia.  The 
member for Innaloo may have an idea, as have I, having worked in the criminal justice system and seen people 
who have committed sexual abuse against children called on plea and sentencing days.  I invite all members of 
Parliament to take a stroll to the District Court on a sentencing day to see and hear some of the facts that are 
presented daily by people in the justice system - prosecutors and judges, victims and witnesses - who see this day 
in and day out.  Members sit in this House and make decisions on legislation; they should go to the District 
Court, which is five minutes away, and see what is happening to small children in Perth.  I hope all members, 
including the Minister for Community Development, will take time out from their busy schedules and walk 
down to the District Court.  When I have raised serious issues with the minister - such as the child card - she has 
twisted or turned what I have said to her own political advantage.  I suggest that the minister walk to the District 
Court and see what really happens there.  I do not care what the Minister for Community Development has to 
say, I am determined to expose superficial, quick and nasty political schemes that are thought of on the run and 
have not been followed through with appropriate resources.  The Government has not attempted to thoroughly 
address child abuse because it has not committed adequate resources to this issue.  I weep for these children.  I 
have seen the devastation caused to them and I weep for them.  If some members of Parliament dare to listen to 
the truth of the stark reality of what happens in the courts.  I am sure they too would weep for what has happened 
and what is happening to some children in their homes and organisations in the community. 

I will raise three issues.  Firstly, the child card; secondly, the lack of recognition the minister gave in her 
document to the witnessing of domestic violence and child sexual abuse; and, thirdly, the Onslow crisis and the 
lack of resources given to provide a child protection worker in that area.  Before question time the Premier said 
that there was an urgent need to strengthen responses to child sexual abuse in Aboriginal communities.  When I 
raised the issue of the lack of a child protection worker in Onslow, the Minister for Community Development 
told me today in question time that I had got it wrong and that resources are being provided.  It is dreadful to 
think that a nine-year-old child has been wandering around that community from door to door looking for food 
without her parents.  That is the reality.  What do I get when I raise these serious issues?  When the scouts 
organisation was mentioned, the member for Perth said dyb-dyb-dyb, dob-dob-dob.  I want that recorded.  He 
thinks it is funny.  I do not think it is funny.   

Mr M.J. Birney:  He is a buffoon.   

Ms S.E. WALKER:  He is a buffoon.   

Points of Order 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  The Speaker has made it very clear that members in this place are to be referred to by their 
names and not by nicknames or other appellations that members want to use for other members when they are 
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being disparaging or complimentary.  I ask that the member for Kalgoorlie’s interjection and the member for 
Nedlands’ comments be withdrawn.   

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  The member for Nedlands clearly referred to the member for Perth as the member for 
Perth.  She then said that he is a buffoon.  There is nothing unparliamentary about that.  There is no question that 
the member for Nedlands referred to the member for Perth by his Christian name, his nickname or anything else.  
Once again, the member for Riverton is too quick to get up onto his feet and make a point of order.  He knows it 
is not a point of order - he should know because he occupies the Chair as an Acting Speaker.  Often members on 
this side of the House receive insults from government members.  They refer to opposition members as a joke.  
The Minister for Planning and Infrastructure refers to me as a moron and a mung bean.  I do not object to that 
because that is typical of the Minister for Planning and Infrastructure.  Why are members opposite getting so 
precious over the member for Perth who is only too willing to interject every five minutes when he refers to 
opposition members?  I suggest that there is no point of order.   

Mr M.J. BIRNEY:  Further to the point of order, if it helps Madam Deputy Speaker -  

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  I am on my feet, member.  The Speaker’s ruling has been plain in this and other 
instances: when referring to other members in this place, members must refer to them by their electorates.  The 
Speaker’s ruling directs members to be careful about the language they use when addressing each other.  The 
ruling is in place to stamp out the sorts of comments across the Chamber that we have just heard.  In the strict 
sense, I will not rule on the point of order - I will say it does not exist.  However, I want members to be mindful 
of the Speaker’s ruling with regard to addressing each other and the intent of that ruling, which is to rule out 
exactly what just occurred.   

Debate Resumed 

Ms S.E. WALKER:  Today during question time the Minister for Community Development said that I was the 
only person who criticised the child card.  I criticised the minister for attempting to lull parents and organisations 
into a false sense of security by the use of child cards.  Members will see who got it wrong about the child card.   

Kate Gauntlett from The West Australian asked me about the Scout Association of Australia.  The Chief 
Commissioner of the scouts wrote a letter to The West Australian, which was published.  He suggested that my 
comment that a child card could operate as an endorsement for paedophiles, in spite of the police background 
check, was ill-informed and politicised.  The fact is that a child card can never protect children from paedophiles.  
The screening process can only eliminate child molesters who have been convicted, presumably in Australia.   

My comments were in response to a highly politicised, on-the-run policy decision made by the Minister for 
Community Development to introduce such a card at the height of the Hollingworth crisis on 13 May.  As a 
former prosecutor, I am familiar with paedophiles’ strategies for procuring and seducing children.  As I have 
assisted many victims of child sexual abuse, I believe that I can contribute in an informed way to advise parents 
on this crucial issue.  I was concerned that parents may be lulled into a false sense of security that a person with 
a child card is safe around children.  I am not saying that the person is not safe, but there is no guarantee.   

I am aware that many child molesters are not brought to justice until they are much older than they were at the 
time they offended and when the victims have found the courage to come forward.  My motivation for 
commenting on this policy arose from my desire to protect children and inform the parents that such a 
government endorsed card does not mean that the holder of the card is more trustworthy than anyone else around 
their children with regard to paedophilia.  The card simply confirms that the person has not been convicted of 
any sexual offences.  The minister had not thought through this obvious point, even though it was raised with her 
two weeks earlier on the Liam Bartlett show.   

When I raised this matter with the minister in Parliament on 21 May, she said she thought it was a bizarre 
statement.  Yet after she had thought it through, a few days later she issued a statement saying that such a card 
would only better protect children from known abusers.  I agree with that statement.  Rather than issue 
statements like that, rather than stand in this Assembly and not wear what she had said - I do not know whether it 
was borne of ignorance or that it just had not been thought out properly - and instead of twisting my words and 
saying that I criticised the child card, the minister should tell the truth and say it was a criticism of her and the 
way she used the issue.   

Some children could be saved from abuse if their parents were informed of the behavioural strategies of 
paedophiles and of high-risk situations in which their children could be placed.  I draw attention to the fact that 
the Gordon inquiry wanted the Government to establish an office of child commissioner, which the Liberal Party 
supports.  The Government has not provided any substantial resources to that matter and it has not implemented 
legislation to establish an office of child commissioner.   
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It was not my intention to specifically target the scouts, but unfortunately a child molester finds within that 
organisation all the necessities with which to operate; that is, access to children of a certain age and gender, 
bonding mechanisms to ensure the cooperation and secrecy of victims, opportunities to spend a night with the 
victim and opportunities to change a victim’s clothing.  In a sense, those types of organisations also become the 
victim.  It was not my intention to offend or damage the reputation of these types of bodies.  I understand the 
long-term assistance that genuinely concerned organisations require.  They require the knowledge of offenders’ 
strategies and their seduction techniques and to incorporate them into their ongoing screening processes.  That 
type of material is available and I am more than happy to discuss it with any organisation.  I find the way the 
Minister for Community Development has handled her portfolio in relation to child abuse very disappointing and 
very incompetent.   

I refer to a memo from the member for Hillarys, which I saw just before question time today.  I am staggered.  
The memo states -  

As an aside, I am aware the department provided advice to the Minister counseling against the 
safety/child card.   

The arguments against a card are to do with the best use of resources rather than being opposed to the 
initiative per se.  A UK Home Office report encapsulates the problem well: 

I wonder whether the minister has seen this.  I would like her to have the courage to be accountable.  It 
continues - 

No scheme can be devised to identify - 

Ms S.M. McHale interjected. 

Ms S.E. WALKER:  No, the minister had enough to say in the budget estimates hearings when she was 
embarrassed.  She will say anything when she is embarrassed.  It continues - 

No scheme can be devised to identify the individual who has a blameless record to date, either through 
the concealment of his activities or because he has previously done nothing wrong.  The prime 
responsibility must be on each organization, and indeed on individuals within that organization to 
prevent abuse.  It cannot be stressed too much - 

This is interesting.  I remember Liam Bartlett asking the minister about this -  

that not being identified as unsuitable carries no guarantee of suitability to work with children, and good 
practice in following up references, personal interviews, and continued vigilance is always required. 

Aside from the child card, I refer to some disturbing features of the Department for Community Development’s 
several draft strategic plans circulating in Perth in a paper entitled “Working Together to Address Family and 
Domestic Violence”.  It is said that they provide the basis for the development of a plan of action, and that 
reports and other literature were scrutinised for their relevance to the Western Australian situation.  This is a 
superficial document.  Notwithstanding all the available literature, nowhere does it mention anything about the 
impact of domestic violence on children; nowhere does it recognise that it is a form of child abuse for children to 
experience or witness domestic violence.  There is a ton of literature on this matter.  This is a major vacuum, a 
yawning chasm, in my view.  There is a lot of empirical evidence. 

I refer to a paper entitled “Critical Directions: Monograph Series: Vol 1, No. 1” about the effects of domestic 
violence on children.  It states - 

Domestic violence impacts on all family members, including infants.  Living in a violent environment 
has serious, immediate and long-lasting, or irreversible, effects on infants.  In addition to the physical 
danger for infants, studies have shown that effects on infants exposed to ongoing violence over time can 
include: 

poor general health; 

poor sleeping habits; 

excessive screaming; 

distorted emotional development including attachment disorders; 

permanently altered development of the infant’s central nervous system resulting in ongoing levels of 
anxiety, hyperactivity and mood disorders. 

Smith, O’Connor and Berthelsen refer to previous studies which indicate the following effects of 
domestic violence on child witnesses: 
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increased anxieties . . .  

poor school performance . . .  

It reminds me of reading a victim impact statement on the results of child sexual abuse when I was a prosecutor.  
It is the same sort of impact.  Today this minister has tried to say, “Bring it on.  We’ll turn it on you.”  I am 
turning it on the minister and asking her to be accountable to the children of Western Australia.  She is the one in 
power; she has the power to make these changes.   

This paper refers to the child’s experience in a dangerous family.  There are other papers.  The minister will be 
well aware of them.  In fact, after what she said today in question time, I believe she is well aware of them.  I 
have a paper by Dr Jennifer McIntosh entitled “Thought in the Face of Violence: A Child’s Need”, which was 
produced for the launch of child protection week in Perth.  It states - 

Beyond a doubt, research indicates that bearing witness to spousal violence poses a significant threat to 
any child’s development.  If untreated, domestic violence trauma in children can subvert the course of 
their psychological growth, and create the potential for a replay of unintegrated experience throughout 
their lives.   

The Joondalup Family Violence Court final report 2002 showed that children were present in 73 per cent of all 
incidents that the police attended for domestic violence call-out.  Yet, as the minister knows, nothing in the 
strategic plan deals with this issue.  If the minister is serious and committed, I call on her to examine and address 
that issue.   

I know that other members on my side wish to speak.  However, I want to bring home what happens to a child, 
according to the paper by Dr McIntosh.  It is very easy for members in this place to not know what children go 
through when they are subjected to domestic violence.  That is why I encourage members to go to the court to 
see a trial.  They will be at the coalface and see what is really happening.  Several cases are mentioned in that 
paper that was presented.  I will not read all of it; I will read some of it.  It states - 

The family care team arrived at a client’s house where a domestic violence incident was reported, to 
find that the husband had fled.  He had left nothing unbroken in the house, including his family.  His 
wife was in a corner, with her throat cut by a broken kitchen plate.  Her 2 year old son, Monty, was in 
another corner, with the other half of the plate.  He held the plate up and then put it to his throat, saying 
“Daddy cut cut”.  He repeated this over and over until a worker took him outside to play, while the 
glass was swept and police called.   

It goes on.  I have read this out to indicate that the boy was distracted with toys.  Several years later he showed 
difficulties with learning.  The paper continues - 

Two and a half years later in a large child psychiatry department, the consulting team was handed a 
referral to see this same boy for autism assessment. . . . The boy indeed presented with autistic-like 
defences, cut off, highly dissociated with obsessive traits, but he was not autistic. 

The paper goes on to say that if children are not dealt with - we know from the report of the Joondalup Family 
Violence Court that in 73 per cent of cases children witness domestic violence - it can have a profound effect.  
However, the parents involved are so caught up in what is happening that they do not see what is happening to 
the child, and nor does society.   

It was appalling for the minister to give the response that she did in question time today.  To be honest, I believe 
it was from a position of ignorance.  However, I will not stop speaking in this place.  I will continue to speak and 
to analyse closely the policies of this minister and what is happening to children in regional areas.  When the 
minister responds, perhaps she will let the Assembly know what has happened to that nine-year-old girl in 
Onslow, and whether there will be a child protection worker in that town.  Is there a commitment to provide a 
child protection worker in that town, or is it just words again?  Will there be a child protection worker in the 
Aboriginal community in Onslow, or will children in that community continue to be sexually abused because 
this minister will not provide a child protection worker?  In fact, it is a cabinet decision.  The Gallop 
Government will not provide resources for child protection workers in remote regional communities.  I want the 
minister to tell me what is happening in Onslow. 

DR E. CONSTABLE (Churchlands) [3.27 pm]:  This motion uses the word “insidious” to describe child abuse.  
I believe that is a very appropriate word.  I cannot think of a more appropriate word to describe this hideous 
scourge in our society.  It is a treacherous crime to abuse children in any way.  One of the dreadful things about 
it as well - again the word “insidious” is important - is that it is often hidden and often very harmful to children.  
We know that for many children - probably the vast majority - there are long-term consequences if child abuse 
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has been perpetrated against them.  As a community, we should do everything we can to stamp out child abuse 
and to protect children from all types of abuse.   

The question in this matter of public interest is the performance of the Gallop Government, and particularly the 
performance of the Minister for Community Development.  After I have stopped to think about this, I can say 
only that, on balance, their performance has been disappointing.  They have had some high-profile moments in 
this area, such as the Gordon report and the fairly swift implementation of it - I will give them that.  However, 
only time will tell whether the steps that they have taken will be effective.  The jury is certainly out on this area.  
A large amount of money is being spent, but we will not know for several years whether the actions of this 
Government have been effective in this area.   

More recently there has been the extraordinary performance over the Swan Valley Nyungah Community and the 
actions that were taken by the Government.  Again it is a case not of what the Government did, but how it went 
about doing it.  I acknowledge that there are very serious problems, particularly abuse of women and children, 
but I do not know whether this Government has the answer. 

I want to draw attention briefly to two other issues about the performance of the Gallop Government.  The first is 
the case mentioned during the Estimates Committees of the five children who were abused while they were in 
the care and protection of the State.  I have asked the minister about this matter and her very dismissive attitude 
has been, “Oh well, we dealt with that; we look into every case.”  That was as far as she could go.  She is very 
quick to point the finger at other people on issues such as this, but in these cases the spotlight is on her and her 
department.  Five children have alleged abuse while in the care and protection of the State.  The buck definitely 
stops with the minister.  From the answer to a question, I know that on 30 April this year 1 869 children were in 
the care and protection of the State; and this minister could not guarantee their safety while in that care and 
protection.  That is pretty bad, minister.  Five cases are now pending of individuals who are suing the minister 
and her department for alleged abuse and injury while in their care and protection.  That is five cases too many.  
It is time that the minister got her own house in order and stopped pointing the finger at everybody else in her 
sight to deflect attention from herself.  It is an unacceptable state of affairs for children to be placed at risk while 
in her care and protection. 

The member for Nedlands referred to another issue I will touch on briefly this afternoon; that is, screening of and 
issuing a card to employees.  It occurs routinely in education.  In the past I have asked questions about this issue; 
several years have passed and nothing has happened.  The minister has been in her position now for two and a 
half years and the ball is in her court.  On one hand the Government has brought into Parliament legislation to 
withdraw the rights of people living in the Swan Valley Nyungah Community because of child abuse and other 
activities; but, on the other hand, it is still drafting legislation that will require employees and volunteers working 
with children to be screened for their past activities and to be issued a card.  If urgent legislation is required for 
the first issue, why is urgent legislation not required for screening people who work with children?  Why do we 
have to wait so long?  Why is the minister patsying around, talking about it but not acting on it and getting the 
job done?  I am sure her answer will be that the legislation will come into Parliament in October.  October is too 
late.  We have been waiting a long time for it. 

MR R.F. JOHNSON (Hillarys) [3.33 pm]:  I weep for the abused children in this State because the perpetrators 
of abuse are not being investigated.  There are hundreds of cases of child abuse in Western Australia and I lay 
the shame and the blame at the feet of the Premier and this minister.  They are the people responsible in this 
State for the protection of children and they are falling far short of their responsibilities and duties.  The Premier 
pays more attention to his media profile than he does to the protection and safety of children.  He has spent an 
extra $10 million on spin doctors and media and public relations consultants in his department to make him look 
good, when that $10 million should have been spent on the child protection unit in the Department for 
Community Development.  As one child protection worker said, all they can do is pick out the bodies as they 
flow downstream.  It is a sad indictment on this Government to hear that from one of its child protection 
workers.  I would die of shame if I were the minister responsible.  The minister appears to place more 
importance on attending art galleries - there is nothing wrong with attending art galleries - than on looking after 
the safety and wellbeing of children.  She has an absolute responsibility to look after the children of this State, 
and she is falling far short of that responsibility.  The Premier, who lives by spin doctors, took a walk down the 
streets of Northbridge the other night to see for himself the problems there.  That is fine.  I have walked down 
Northbridge.  The difference is that I did not take with me 17 bodyguards and a fleet of cameramen to film me 
doing it.  If the Premier were serious about looking at the problems, he would have gone to Northbridge 
incognito, not with a fleet of camera crews to film him walking there.  People must have thought he was walking 
through the streets of Beirut, not Northbridge.  Is he so precious that he thinks everybody will attack him?  Some 
people might have attacked him verbally but I do not believe they would have attacked him physically.  It is 
much more important to him that he spends the time showing himself off on the television to the people of 
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Western Australia and wasting taxpayers’ money by using up the time of the police officers guarding him.  
Those police officers were assigned to protect the Premier while there is a record rate of housebreaking currently 
in WA.  Is he so precious?  I do not believe so.  However, children are precious, and when they are abused they 
are very often affected for life. 
The Department for Community Development issued a report not long ago that indicated 68 allegations of child 
abuse that the department had not started to investigate. 
Ms S.M. McHale:  That is not true. 
Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  Yes, it is; it is contained in the report.  The minister should not tell me that it is not true.  A 
report from the DCD states that there were 68 cases.  The minister has done nothing so far about those cases.  
Once again, the Premier uses spin doctors and, to some extent, the problems in the Swan Valley Nyungah 
Community to indicate that he is dealing with this issue.  For years there have been problems of child abuse in 
that community; however, there are child abuse problems throughout the whole of WA, not just with indigenous 
children.  Are non-indigenous children a lesser priority than are indigenous children?  They should not be.  All 
children are the same; they must all be protected.  How many charges have been laid in the past six months - 
when the whole issue heated up - stemming from allegations of child abuse and sexual abuse at the Swan Valley 
Nyungah Community?  How many charges have been laid, apart from the charges laid against Robert Bropho a 
week ago, which, I believe, are in respect of allegations about incidents that occurred 10 to 20 years ago?  From 
what I can gather, those charges do not stem from allegations made in the past six months.  I ask the minister 
again: how many charges have been laid?  She is responsible for children throughout the whole of WA, 
including the Swan Valley Nyungah Community.  How many people have been charged with child abuse, child 
sex abuse or neglect?  How many children from the Swan Valley Nyungah Community have been taken into 
care?  The minister should tell us how many, because when I have asked that question she has ducked and dived 
and refused to respond.  The Premier very quietly said, “Some have” when I asked the question during question 
time, but when I asked how many, he would not answer me.  I must draw the conclusion that there has been 
none.  We have heard some tragic and terrible stories about what has happened in that community, but we have 
not been told how many charges have been laid.  I am talking about abuse against children.  Domestic violence 
has occurred there.  However, how many charges of domestic violence and assault against either their wives, 
partners or other female members of that community have been laid against men in that community?  How many 
people have been charged?  That is an area about which we have heard nothing. 
However, I am concerned about the children.  This Government had an opportunity last year to do something 
really positive that would not have cost any extra money. It had the option of agreeing with my motion to set up 
a bipartisan parliamentary select committee to look into child abuse and the Department for Community 
Development, particularly the child protection unit.  It would have allowed us to scrutinise the matter to see 
whether things were being done properly and whether there was a backlog of child abuse allegations that had not 
been investigated.  We could have seen which matters were being addressed.  The Premier and the minister 
refused completely to establish the committee.  The Government used its numbers in this House to block its 
establishment.  What is the Government afraid of - the truth?  Is it afraid that people will find out that not enough 
is happening under the Premier and the minister?  It is certainly my view.  The minister was asked questions 
during the Estimates Committee that she failed to answer.  All she wanted to do was have a go at Liberal 
members and the Independent member about not supporting her legislation to evict the Swan Valley Nyungah 
Community.  The Opposition simply wanted more information.  The legislation was thrust on this House and it 
went through in one day without our getting a briefing.  The Opposition supported the legislation because it took 
the Premier and the minister at face value - that they were telling the truth.  Unfortunately, we have still not 
heard the truth.  The minister has the opportunity today to tell the truth about exactly what has been going on.  It 
is not just that community.  As the member for Nedlands has asked, what is happening in Onslow?  My friend 
and colleague the member for Ningaloo can tell the minister that the same things are happening in his electorate.  
It is not just indigenous children; it is happening to all types of children.  It is possible that thousands are being 
abused, but the minister is doing nothing.  As I said, the minister did not want to do anything last year.  She did 
not want anyone to look into what was happening in her department.  I have a peculiar feeling that the minister 
will move an amendment to this motion.  I saw her with the Leader of the House.  If she moves an amendment to 
this motion, it will be a disgrace on her part.  She will prove that she cannot withstand proper scrutiny in this 
House of what is believed to be a serious situation by members on this side of the House, the general public and 
the media.   

I have many files on child abuse.  Some letters accuse the Government of not doing enough.  They are from 
January this year, and November and December last year.  I have stacks of stuff.  The Opposition is sent material 
all the time.  I said earlier that I received a leaked e-mail.  I will not give it to the minister because I do not want 
someone in her department to be victimised, which is what will happen if I give it to her.  The Government may 
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say that it will protect whistleblowers, but it will not.  The person will be victimised.  I do not want to see that 
happen.  That person had the guts to state what is going on in the department and state his or her true feelings.  
We are not talking about the flash stuff that the minister comes out with about a child safety card, which will not 
do any good at all.  It will not catch people who have not been convicted of committing a crime.  It will not catch 
people who will commit a crime in the future.  The minister can amend the motion if she wants to, but it will cost 
her dearly in integrity and respect.  The Government has the numbers to vote down the motion.  It will do that 
because it is a censure motion.  However, the motion was not lightly thought up.  I condemn the Premier, the 
minister and the Government for not doing enough to help children who are abused on a daily basis.  

MS S.M. McHALE (Thornlie - Minister for Community Development, Women’s Interests, Seniors and Youth) 
[3.44 pm]:  I thank members for their contributions.  Except for one interjection on the member for Hillarys, I 
have listened in silence.  I hope members opposite will give me the same courtesy. 

The members for Nedlands, Churchlands and Hillarys have made some comments with which I agree.  Child 
abuse is insidious and the prevalence is high.  I am very aware of that.  I sign cases in which children are taken 
into care because they have been abused or neglected.  We should be doing everything we possibly can, as 
should the community, to minimise and eradicate child abuse.  I appreciate the comment of the member for 
Churchlands that time will tell.  In the time available, I will discuss the initiatives that have been put in place.  
The initiatives will take time to have an effect.  The problem we are dealing with is decades old.  There have 
been decades of neglect and abuse.  It has been going on so long it is almost normalised in some communities.  
That is the environment in which some people are working.  As the member for Churchlands said, it will be 
several years before we know whether the initiatives that have been put in place are effective.  The point is that 
we have put initiatives in place.  The member for Churchlands is right in saying that to have five cases in which 
the State is being sued is unacceptable.  In my work with the department over two and a half years, compliance 
with protocols and procedures has not been adequate.  As the minister, I have been most concerned that 
compliance in some of the most critical areas, such as the core issues of child protection, has not been up to the 
standard I expect.  I have instructed the department to work on issues of quality assurance and to tighten up areas 
of compliance. 
Mr P.D. Omodei:  How long ago did you do that? 

Ms S.M. McHALE:  I have worked with the department on areas of quality assurance for two and half years. 
I will make some remarks about the motion.  I am aghast that the Opposition has ignored the work of the 
Government over two and half years in this regard.  Child protection is more than responding to reports of child 
abuse.  We must start from the premise of valuing children and young people.  We must ensure they all get a 
good start in life.  We must support families when things get tough.  Our responses must make circumstances 
safer for children and young people.  We must all work together to ensure that happens. 

The department has done a significant amount of work in the past two and half years, although not all of it has 
been declared publicly.  A lot of the work has been to ensure that practices and protocols between agencies are 
improved and that we strengthen the framework in which we operate as child protection agencies.  We have done 
some high-profile things, as evidenced by the Gordon inquiry.  In response to that inquiry, the commitment made 
by the Government is the most substantial since the 1980s.  For children and young people who have 
experienced significant harm, the responses to ensure their safety and protection need to be quick, sensitive and 
supportive.  The responses include the capacity to provide treatment and support so that young people can 
recover and grow into sound and well-adjusted adults.  The commitment of the Government to the Gordon 
inquiry’s recommendations is $67 million.  That includes providing new workers on the ground.  The 
appointments may have taken longer than I hoped for but they involved a very public process and discussions 
with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission.  I repeat that 25 new child protection workers, 14 
Aboriginal counselling and support workers and 10 strong family initiatives will be provided.  That means 50 
new staff will be added to the Department for Community Development.  It represents the first additions in more 
than a decade.  That is a good and positive outcome from the Gordon inquiry.  Our record stands strong, and I 
am proud of the leadership of the Premier on the outcomes of the Gordon inquiry.  I am proud to be the minister 
who can continue to influence those discussions.  Facilitating local planning, design and decision making -  

Mr R.F. Johnson:  Did you say that that $70 million is every year for the Gordon inquiry?  

Ms S.M. McHALE:  The $67 million - 

Mr C.J. Barnett:  You said $70 million annually.   

Ms S.M. McHALE:  I did; I am sorry.  That is over four years.   



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Tuesday, 24 June 2003] 

 p9091c-9101a 
Deputy Speaker; Ms Sue Walker; Mr Tony McRae; Mr Rob Johnson; Mr Matt Birney; Dr Elizabeth Constable; 

Ms Sheila McHale; Mrs Michelle Roberts; Mr Colin Barnett 

 [8] 

The Princess Margaret Hospital for Children child protection unit will be expanded and multifunctioning 
facilities will be developed.  The funds that the Government has made available have been the most substantial 
since the 1980s.   

Ms S.E. Walker interjected.   

Ms S.M. McHALE:  I will take that interjection.  I will deal with Onslow and, hopefully, the member for 
Nedlands will give me the respect I gave her in listening intently to what she had to say.  The Department for 
Community Development is working with other agencies, and we have placed an Aboriginal officer in Onslow 
to focus on the protection of children.   

Ms S.E. Walker:  Is a child protection worker going to Onslow?   

Ms S.M. McHALE:  We have placed an Aboriginal officer in Onslow to focus on child protection issues.  We 
are also in the process of recruiting two additional staff to be based in Onslow.   

Ms S.E. Walker interjected. 

Ms S.M. McHALE:  I have answered that question before in this Chamber.  I have said that of the 25 child 
protection workers, none is going to Onslow.  I will tell the member for Nedlands where those workers will go.  
We are working with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, and Onslow was not one of the 
towns that it nominated.   

In relation to the nine-year-old girl, the department is working with her and her extended family and she is living 
with her relatives.  I have now given the member for Nedlands the answer -  

Ms S.E. Walker:  Do you really want to give me an honest answer?   

Ms S.M. McHALE:  I have given the member for Nedlands the answer.  We are placing an Aboriginal family 
worker in Onslow.  I am very happy to tell the member where the other workers will go.   

Reciprocal child protection procedures are being finalised.  Those protocols will strongly promote a 
collaborative responsibility for the protection of children, clarify the role of relevant government departments in 
relation to child protection and ensure the framework for interagency collaboration.  That is what has been 
missing for years; that is, linking up with government agencies.  We are bringing in that framework.  The Child 
Welfare Act was amended last year to ensure there is an enabling provision for the exchange of information.  
DCD and the police have established procedures for the joint-agency approach to the investigation of child 
abuse.  That will increase the protection of children from abuse, minimise the stress to children in the 
investigative process and facilitate the lawful exchange of information between the two agencies in the best 
interests of the child.  DCD and the police have entered into a tripartite agreement with Princess Margaret 
Hospital for Children.  That agreement supports the conduct of investigations, enables the collection of forensic 
medical information to protect children and facilitates the lawful exchange of information between agencies in 
the best interests of the child.  DCD, the police and Princess Margaret Hospital are implementing the 
Government’s decision to establish a specialised video evidentiary unit to minimise the emotional harms that can 
arise from multiple interviews and having to deliver evidence in court.  This initiative will strengthen the current 
joint approach to child abuse investigations.   

We have also upgraded the ministerial council on child protection.  The council has developed strategic 
directions, including research alliances and strategies to enhance the child protection system.  The research 
alliance will assist in the development of those and other strategies.  The ministerial council, with representation 
from government and non-government agencies and academic groups, provides very good, strong, high-level 
policy advice to the Government.   

Mr R.F. Johnson:  Is that the one that Fiona Stanley chairs?   

Ms S.M. McHALE:  No, this ministerial council is chaired by Rae Walter from Ngala Family Resource Centre.   

From time to time there are claims of abuse in some hostels.  Every allegation of abuse in hostels or anywhere 
else is investigated and the investigation is based on natural justice principles.  Clearly the worker is interviewed 
and the matter is referred to the police if the department believes that a criminal offence may have occurred.  
Disciplinary procedures are instituted if abuse is substantiated, even if a criminal offence has not been 
committed.   

It is important that government and non-government agencies work together, because protecting children is 
everyone’s concern.  In order to get it right, the Government and the community need to work together.  This 
requires better information sharing, which has been delivered in part by the amendments to the Child Welfare 
Act and the protocols in relation to the DCD and the police that the Minister for Police and I will sanction.  We 
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need contemporary legislation, collaboration and coordination.  As I said - the member for Nedlands might not 
agree with this - we need the community to participate and engage in the work that we are doing.   

The Government has established a process for the review of child deaths at two levels.  First, the committee 
chaired by Kay Hallahan is an independent, external committee that reviews the way the Department for 
Community Development might have managed a case in which a child has died.  Children die under a number of 
circumstances.  I was concerned to make sure that the involvement of the department in those cases is reviewed 
to ensure that it has delivered the best possible service.  If it has not, its practices, the management of cases and 
the like must be improved.  Secondly, there is the committee chaired by Professor Fiona Stanley, which has been 
recognised as an Australian first.  Professor Fiona Stanley was delighted to chair the committee, which will 
inquire into the deaths of all children in Western Australia, analyse the trends and recommend improvements to 
services or new initiatives.  That is another initiative that has in part come out of the report.  However, it was 
also something that I asked the department to institute because I thought we needed to do more in the area of 
serious harm to children and ultimately death.   

I have introduced into this Parliament amendments to the Child Welfare Act.  We are currently finalising the 
amendments to new contemporary children’s legislation, which has been on the books for years.  When the 
Opposition was in government it failed to deliver that piece of legislation.  It is imperative that we introduce this 
legislation.  We are developing the legislation to cover all aspects of information exchange relating to 
collaborative management.  I anticipate that the legislation will be introduced in spring 2003.  We will also 
introduce the screening legislation, which I have announced.  As I explained in question time, work on that 
legislation is being undertaken to examine the resource implications.  Over the past year church leaders have 
moved to promote national consistency in employment screening as a child abuse prevention measure.  We know 
that the National Council of Churches in Australia and Reverend Dr Peter Carnley have taken an active role in 
this matter.  I have welcomed his support for that initiative.  Legislation is considered an important element of a 
coordinated and consistent approach to the screening of people working with children.  Protecting children from 
unsuitable employees and volunteers impacts right across the community, the Government, voluntary 
organisations and non-government agencies.  It is timely that legislation has been developed as part of an overall 
approach to improve the structures that support child protection.  The Department for Community 
Development’s new legislation has created the most significant changes to child welfare legislation that this 
State has seen in almost 50 years.  It has increased the department’s accountability and includes a set of guiding 
principles to assist practitioners in their work.  The legislation enables criminal record screening that goes well 
beyond police checks.  That is the strength of the Government’s objectives.   

I believe the Minister for Health will shortly introduce a Bill that will bring to fruition Professor Gordon’s 
recommendation to report incidents of children under the age of 13 with sexually acquired, sexually transmitted 
infections.  They will be referred to the Department for Community Development and to the police.  It is part of 
the Government’s framework for protecting children in Western Australia.  The Government’s approach was 
outlined in part in the Gordon inquiry and reflects the conclusions arrived at from many of the significant reports 
into child abuse both in Australia and internationally.  

One of the major changes in the Bill that amends the Child Welfare Act allows DCD and other government 
agencies to exchange information.  That has not been previously possible.  It gives the department the power to 
request and disclose information that is or is likely to be relevant to the health, safety and welfare of a child.  

Mr R.F. Johnson:  Will you answer my question that I asked about how many people from the Swan Valley 
Nyungah Community have been charged with sexual abuse offences and how many have been taken into 
custody?   

Mrs M.H. Roberts:  Didn’t you see the charges listed against Robert Bropho last week?  

Mr R.F. Johnson:  They covered the past 15 to 20 years, not the past six months.  I asked the minister a serious 
question: how many people in the Swan Valley Nyungah Community have been charged with child abuse in the 
past six months and how many children were taken into care? 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  Order!   

Ms S.M. McHALE:  I do not have a huge amount of time in this debate.  I deliberately kept quiet during the 
Opposition’s presentation so that opposition members could get all their arguments into the open.  

The Government has justified in this place the importance of the Acts Amendment (Reserves and Reserve 
Boards) Bill to the Swan Valley Nyungah Community.  I will not traverse the same ground because I have other 
things to say.  
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The Attorney General has introduced the Criminal Code Amendment Bill 2003, which, in part, contains 
provisions that focus on the prevention of sexual abuse of children by penalising people who profit from such 
abuse and who do or admit to doing any act that aids, facilitates or contributes to sexual offences against 
children.  That Bill also creates the offence of facilitating sexual offences against children outside Western 
Australia and attracts a penalty of imprisonment of 20 years.  I hope the Opposition will support that Bill, which 
is yet another example of this Government’s stand against child abuse.  The Government has a strong focus on 
the safety and needs of children.  Appropriate measures amount to more than just reporting.  The safety and 
needs of children are critical areas and are part of the department’s core focus.  I have introduced a suite of 
initiatives designed to improve and safeguard the needs of children in care, which I will summarise as follows: 
the ability for children in care to have a voice, many of whom have been abused, through funding of the 
CREATE Foundation for three years; the implementation of a new program called the looking after children 
system; and working with children in care to increase their educational achievements, which are not comparable 
to the achievements of their cohorts.  I wanted this to proceed so that we could work with children in care to 
improve their education levels.  A new, exciting project has begun in Mirrabooka that will lead the way in the 
nation in this area.  The consumer advocacy service has been strengthened with a special focus on children in 
care, and a significant review of departmental hostels has been undertaken, resulting in renewed hostel 
management practices.  That goes to the essence of protecting very bruised, difficult children who have been 
placed in the department’s care, particularly in hostels.   

The current service agreements with the non-government agencies that provide services for children in care have 
been renegotiated.  Among other things, that has allowed new funding for family preservation and foster care 
services.  New legislation has been drafted for DCD and will be introduced into Parliament to strengthen the 
department’s ability to take action to protect children in care.  It will provide new review and appeal provisions 
and will establish a case review panel.  It will require the chief executive officer to prepare a charter of rights for 
children in care.  It will also enable services to be provided to young people after they leave care.  A significant 
amount of work has been done to improve the environment of foster carers and all processes are constantly 
reviewed for allegations of abuse of children in care and, as I said earlier, the level of compliance with processes.  
Funding has been allocated through the homelessness task force for young people who leave care to live 
independently.  

Rather than taking a superficial approach to child abuse, the Government has made a significant investment in 
measures to deal with child abuse in this State.  The Gordon inquiry and youth homelessness task force have 
highlighted the Government’s election commitment to improve the services and care for children, particularly 
children who have been made vulnerable through child abuse.  As I said earlier, the Government’s record stands 
proud.  For the first time in 10 years money and resources have been invested in the Department for Community 
Development.  It might not be enough; nonetheless, more money has been invested in child welfare under this 
Government than was invested in the previous 10 years and that will continue.  

MRS M.H. ROBERTS (Midland - Minister for Police and Emergency Services) [4.07 pm]:  I am very keen to 
take this brief opportunity to update the House on what is being done in the police portfolio to strengthen our 
assault against child abuse in this State and against the perpetrators of child abuse.  

It is interesting that the coalition Government disbanded a number of specialist units within the Police Service.  
In Opposition, the Labor Party made a commitment to stand by the child abuse unit and prevent it being 
devolved to district level.  One of the first issues I took up with the Commissioner of Police when I became the 
Minister for Police and Emergency Services was retention of the child abuse unit.  I obtained the commissioner’s 
assurance that the unit would continue, which was just as well because the Gordon inquiry has highlighted the 
need to strengthen the role of the police child abuse unit.  

The investigation of child abuse is in the process of being further enhanced with the new child protection and 
family guidance officers being placed within districts to coordinate district response and investigation of child 
abuse and family violence.  The role of the child abuse investigation unit within the metropolitan area will be 
extended to include all allegations of child abuse to provide a high degree of expertise and investigation of these 
matters.  At present, some matters are dealt with by district detectives.  The appointment of the state coordinator 
for child protection and family violence will further enhance the Police Service’s response to both these issues 
because they are often interrelated. 

For the year commencing July 2002, the child abuse unit has investigated a total of 424 allegations of child 
abuse, and a further 82 matters received by the unit were allocated to the districts for investigation.  These 
figures do not include matters that went directly to the districts.  During the period commencing July 2002, the 
child abuse investigation unit arrested 99 persons and preferred 736 charges in relation to allegations of child 
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abuse.  The Government is keen for the Police Service to strengthen these areas, and the addition of these 
officers at a district level will enhance the service’s response to allegations of child abuse.   

I also wish to report on the establishment of a national child sex offender register.  I previously raised this issue 
at the Australasian Police Ministers Council.  New South Wales is currently the only jurisdiction in Australia 
with a child sex offender register, and that comes under the Child Protection (Offenders Registration) Act 2000.  
Police ministers around Australia have asked the police commissioners’ police advisory group to convene and 
develop a proposal for a nationally consistent approach.  The legislation in New South Wales is a strict liability 
scheme, with all offenders convicted of specified offences being required to register and report.  The benefits of 
the register are primarily intelligence based, with the potential for suspects in new offences to be more readily 
identified or exculpated.  A national police clearance certificate has been introduced, which gives us more 
potential to deal with these offenders and to make the necessary checks. 

Another area I want to highlight is the Government’s colossal investment in DNA.  This Government’s 
allocation of $20 million to DNA is also paying dividends in the area of child abuse.  I have referred previously 
to some of the excellent results that have been achieved with DNA, but so far - 

Mr B.K. Masters interjected. 

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS:  Members opposite had the legislation on the table and refused to deal with it, and what 
they had on offer was really weak legislation. 
Several members interjected. 
Mrs M.H. ROBERTS:  They are very sensitive.  Members opposite put legislation on the table that was not even 
acceptable to the federal Government.  Worse than that, their forward estimates of expenditure for DNA was a 
measly $1 million.  How does that compare with $20 million?  It has not been cheap for this Government to take 
the number of DNA samples that it has.  At this stage 18 659 samples have been taken.  This involved the 
Government getting police officers from stations throughout the State to attend a two-day training course for the 
taking of these identification samples.  Matches have resulted in a huge number of wins in catching child sex 
abusers.  I will highlight a couple of examples.  At 0100 hours on 5 May 1998 a male offender entered a house in 
Albany and allegedly sexually penetrated a six-year-old girl.  DNA was obtained from semen recovered from the 
crime scene and placed on the DNA database.  This DNA was matched to an offender who was sampled by the 
DNA Back Capture Task Force, and on 20 May 2003 a 44-year-old man was charged with sexual penetration of 
a child under 13 and aggravated burglary.  He has been locked away, and I would have thought members would 
have liked that. 
DNA also linked a male person who provided a DNA sample to the DNA Back Capture Task Force to an 
unsolved deprivation of liberty and indecent assault offence committed on a 14-year-old girl north of Wanneroo 
on 21 December 1998.  On 4 April 2003 Operation Ensnare charged a 30-year-old man with deprivation of 
liberty and seven counts of indecent dealing with a girl aged 13 to 16 years.  Our commitment to dealing with 
child abuse is second to none; we will catch the perpetrators and charge them. 
MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe - Leader of the Opposition) [4.14 pm]:  This is obviously a serious issue.  It has 
been predominant in the public domain for the past two years and there is no doubt that far too many cases of 
abuse and serious cases of domestic violence involve children.  This Government has not performed well in this 
area.  It has issued a lot of press releases and media announcements, but this minister has failed in her 
responsibility.  I do not deny that it is a difficult portfolio for any minister, but, after looking at the hard 
evidence, I must ask: where are the prosecutions and where have we seen proper care and protection of children?  
The member for Churchlands mentioned that some children who have been taken into care have been abused.  
What could be more serious than that?  A child is taken into care under the auspices of the Department for 
Community Development and the responsible minister, abuses have occurred and no satisfactory explanation has 
been offered about what action has been taken!  It is not good enough!  The minister in this portfolio has not 
done her job.  It does not matter how many staff the minister has in this Parliament, it is up to her to do the job.  
Question put and a division taken with the following result - 
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Ayes (19) 

Mr R.A. Ainsworth Mr J.H.D. Day Mr R.F. Johnson Mr T.K. Waldron 
Mr C.J. Barnett Mrs C.L. Edwardes Mr B.K. Masters Ms S.E. Walker 
Mr D.F. Barron-Sullivan Mr J.P.D. Edwards Mr P.D. Omodei Dr J.M. Woollard 
Mr M.J. Birney Ms K. Hodson-Thomas Mr P.G. Pendal Mr J.L. Bradshaw (Teller) 
Dr E. Constable Mr M.G. House Mr R.N. Sweetman  

Noes (29) 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler Mrs D.J. Guise Ms S.M. McHale Mrs M.H. Roberts 
Mr C.M. Brown Mr J.N. Hyde Mr N.R. Marlborough Mr D.A. Templeman 
Mr A.J. Carpenter Mr J.C. Kobelke Mrs C.A. Martin Mr P.B. Watson 
Mr A.J. Dean Mr R.C. Kucera Mr M.P. Murray Mr M.P. Whitely 
Mr J.B. D’Orazio Mr F.M. Logan Mr A.P. O’Gorman Ms M.M. Quirk (Teller) 
Dr J.M. Edwards Ms A.J. MacTiernan Mr J.R. Quigley  
Dr G.I. Gallop Mr J.A. McGinty Ms J.A. Radisich  
Mr L. Graham Mr M. McGowan Mr E.S. Ripper  

            

Pairs 

 Mr M.F. Board Mr S.R. Hill 
 Mr A.D. Marshall Mr P.W. Andrews 

Question thus negatived.  
 


