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MENTAL HEALTH NURSES — PUBLIC OFFICER ASSAULT LEGISLATION 

216. Mr R.H. COOK to the Minister for Mental Health:  

We all recall the horrific injuries sustained by Debbie Mellican, a mental health nurse who had her head stomped 
on during a brutal attack whilst caring for a patient, and the case of Christine Bruce, who similarly was assaulted 
in the line of duty when attacked by a patient wielding a screwdriver that pierced her skull. 

(1) Will the minister explain to the house why mental health nurses do not deserve the full protection 
offered by the public officer assault legislation? 

(2) Did the minister argue to include mental health nurses under the protection of the public officer assault 
legislation? 

(3) If not, why does the minister think mental health nurses deserve less protection from the government 
than security guards, prison officers and other public officers deserve? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: Do you support mandatory sentencing? 

The SPEAKER: Order, Premier! 

Mr R.H. COOK: Does the Premier support his promises to the people of Western Australia? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: Come on! Tell us!  

Mr R.H. COOK: Does the Premier? 

The SPEAKER: Order, Premier! 

Mr R.H. COOK: The Premier does not! 

Mr E.S. Ripper: It is a broken promise.  

The SPEAKER: I heard the question asked of the Minister for Mental Health. The Minister for Mental Health 
has the call. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS replied: 

(1)-(3) I thank the Deputy Leader of the Opposition for his question, and his concern for mental health 
nurses—which concern I have—who provide a great service for the less fortunate Western Australians 
who suffer from a mental illness. 

I, too, am very concerned about cases such as those mentioned by the deputy leader. For example, the 
nurse who was assaulted and stabbed 27 times by a patient within and known to the mental health 
service — 

Mr J.A. McGinty: Did you argue to bring mental health nurses under this law? 

The SPEAKER: Order, member for Fremantle! 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: This is a question about who and how much protection. I am the first — 

Mr J.N. Hyde: You heard the question; answer it! 

The SPEAKER: Order, member for Perth!  

Mr J.N. Hyde: We know the question; we asked it! 

The SPEAKER: Order, member for Perth, your side has asked the question, and the member for Perth is not to 
answer it. I formally call the member for Perth to order for the first time.  

Dr G.G. JACOBS: I, too, am very concerned about staff who have to treat people with mental illnesses. It is a 
concern, but we had to consider whether the protection would cover nurses as a whole or mental health nurses 
specially, and what other methods were available within the mental health service to protect individuals doing 
that great work in the mental health service. The number of incidences is small, and there are protections within 
the system — 

Mr E.S. Ripper: As there are for police officers now!  

The SPEAKER: Order, Leader of the Opposition! 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: There are protections within the mental health service system.  

Mr T.G. Stephens interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Pilbara, as with your colleague sitting next to you, it is not your question to 
answer. I formally call you to order for the first time. 
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Dr G.G. JACOBS: Although tragic, the incidents are quite small in number. Eighty-five per cent of assaults on 
public officers in Western Australia are on police officers. There was consideration of this concern. I gave it 
consideration, and I thought about it long and hard. However, having talked to people within—if members will 
excuse the expression—the industry, it is clear that there are provisions and there are protections within the 
system. That is quite different from — 

Mrs M.H. Roberts interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Order, member for Midland! 

Mr E.S. Ripper: So you didn’t go into bat for them. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: I am recounting to the house the processes by which I went through this concern. It has been 
a consideration. Eighty-five per cent of assaults on public officers are on police officers. 

Several members interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Members to my left may have a variety of answers to the question asked by the member for 
Kwinana. I would like to hear the answer from the Minister for Mental Health. Members on my left are making 
it difficult for me to hear that answer. I would prefer that the rest of the answer from the Minister for Mental 
Health be delivered in silence. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: Mr Speaker, I will wind up, because, obviously, they do not want to listen. I have talked to 
people who work in mental health services. There are provisions for protection within that service. As 85 per 
cent of the assaults on public officers were on police, that was a consideration. I give an undertaking that that 
does not suggest in any way that there will not be any strengthening of the system to protect those people who do 
that very good work in our mental health system. 
 


