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JOINT STANDING COMMITTEE ON THE COMMISSIONER FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG 
PEOPLE 

Fourth Report — “2013–2014 Annual Report” — Tabling 

MS L.L. BAKER (Maylands) [9.52 am]: I present for tabling the fourth report of the Joint Standing Committee 
on the Commissioner for Children and Young People, “2013–2014 Annual Report”. 

[See paper 2299.] 

Ms L.L. BAKER: As Chair of the Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young 
People of the thirty-ninth Parliament, I am pleased to present the committee’s 2013–14 annual report. Over this 
period, the committee has held a number of hearings and briefings. Of particular note have been the final 
hearings with the inaugural Commissioner for Children and Young People, Ms Michelle Scott, before her 
resignation from the position in December 2013. I would like to take this opportunity to thank Ms Scott for the 
tremendous job she did as commissioner. Her pioneering efforts developed the role of the commissioner from 
scratch, and allowed children and young people in this state to be heard and considered in decisions that affect 
their lives. Ms Scott did some informative work around issues such as the early years, reducing alcohol-related 
harm, mental health, juvenile justice and the safety of children. Her “Report of the Inquiry into the mental health 
and wellbeing of children and young people in Western Australia” was a fantastic example of how the children’s 
commissioner can raise awareness about the issues and concerns of some of the state’s most vulnerable children 
and young people to the highest levels of government. The “Wellbeing Monitoring Framework” provided 
government and non-government agencies alike with a remarkable resource about what is working and what is 
not with respect to the wellbeing of children and young people in the state. The updated volumes of this 
framework will continue to be a legacy to her groundbreaking work. 

I would also like to welcome Ms Jenni Perkins to the role of acting commissioner. The committee met with 
Ms Perkins in March of this reporting period and was pleased that she intended to carry on many of the projects 
instigated by the former commissioner, and that the office of the children’s commissioner would, while 
advocating for all children and young people in the state, continue to make Aboriginal children and Aboriginal 
young people a priority. 
With respect to the operations of the children’s commissioner, I would like to raise my personal serious concern 
over the delay in the release of the statutory review of the Commissioner for Children and Young People Act 
2006. This review had been completed by the Public Sector Commission and provided to the Attorney General 
in January 2013. The report of the review was not tabled until 20 August 2014, which was over a year later. The 
Attorney General is still to provide the government response to the review. The substantial delay in the release of 
this report lent significant uncertainty to the role of the commissioner. In particular, the proposed role of the 
commissioner to perform a complaints support function with regard to allegations of child neglect or abuse 
remains unclear and deferred. 
Two years have already passed since the St Andrew’s Hostel inquiry—the Blaxell inquiry—called for the 
creation of a one-stop shop in managing reports of child abuse. A recommendation stated — 

That the State Government develop a function and role within or across central and independent 
agencies to fulfil a robust child focussed central complaints system that is a “one stop shop” for any 
complaint concerning child abuse regardless of the public sector agency that the matter relates to. 

The government, showing clear support for the Blaxell inquiry’s recommendations, promptly determined that 
this role should be undertaken by the children’s commissioner. The Premier clearly committed to that in this 
house. This was then included as a term of reference for the statutory review of the Commissioner for Children 
and Young People Act. This is in part why the committee has been following the review’s progress so keenly. 
Upon tabling the report of the statutory review, it was announced that implementation of the commissioner’s 
complaints support function recommended by Blaxell will be delayed for two more years. 
Given that two years have already passed since the need for a child abuse complaints support role in WA was 
recognised by the Premier in his acceptance of the St Andrew’s Hostel inquiry recommendations and that 
considerable time will be needed to develop the role after the required legislated functions are in place, the 
committee is concerned about the potential harm a minimum four-year delay may cause to the meaningful 
reporting of children suffering physical, sexual, emotional or psychological abuse and neglect. 
It is the committee’s premise that any changes to the act should not prevent the commissioner from being able to 
critically develop the role over time. The committee therefore suggests that consideration be given to 
implementing all the recommended changes to the act as soon as practicable and in such a way as to allow for 
a future examination and application of relevant royal commission recommendations when they are made public. 
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In support of this proposal, the committee will investigate this matter further. In the first instance, it has invited 
the Attorney General to meet with the committee to discuss the outcomes of the review. The committee would 
like to learn what changes to the act will be implemented and when and what operational impact these changes 
may have on the functions of the commissioner. The committee then intends to more broadly examine the 
review, and report to Parliament on the best way in which the commissioner’s child abuse complaint support 
function could operate. 
The commissioner’s most recent report titled “The State of Western Australia’s Children and Young People” 
notes that during 2011–12, 13 745 notifications of abuse or neglect of a child or young person were received by 
the relevant authorities. I will say that again: 13 745 notifications of abuse or neglect of a child or young person 
were received by the relevant authorities in WA. That is nearly 14 000 children, members. This data is only 
based on those departments responsible for child protection, so notifications made to other organisations such as 
police or non-government organisations are not necessarily included. Therefore, although the statistic of nearly 
14 000 children is upsetting, it is most likely an underestimate of the prevalence of child abuse and neglect in 
this state right now as we sit in this house and listen to my contribution on this report. The commissioner’s 
proposed child abuse complaint support role is thus critical to the safety and wellbeing of children in Western 
Australia. Not only will the role have the potential to more accurately report on the number of child abuse 
notifications in this state, but also it could crucially develop ways to break down reporting barriers in the first 
place. For that to occur, the role needs time to develop. If we wait another two years for the commissioner to 
have the capacity to start that work, we will have lost four years of the reporting of abuse. Just think about that. 

I am strongly of the view that the proposed changes to the act should happen and still allow for the 
recommendations of the royal commission to be considered when they become available. To this end, the 
committee has agreed to make a formal response to the review of the Commissioner for Children and Young 
People Act 2006. 

The committee is happy to note the announcement that the recruitment of a permanent commissioner will start 
soon. We do not yet have an end date for when the government expects to have a commissioner in place, but it 
has been more than two years, again, since it has bothered to fill this role substantively. The committee will 
follow the process closely, as we remain concerned about the delay in appointing a permanent commissioner. 

Finally, I would like to formally thank my fellow committee members for their work and dedication to children 
and young people, and the work of the commissioner. I would also like to express the committee’s appreciation 
for the work performed by our principal research officers over this time. For a short time it was 
Dr Loraine Abernethie, and then Ms Lucy Roberts. 
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