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BENTLEY ACUTE ADOLESCENT UNIT 

Statement 

HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [9.40 pm]: I will speak tonight about an issue that will be of 
concern to all members. As members may recall, in my inaugural speech I congratulated the Barnett government 
for establishing the Mental Health Commission and the promise it made to give those suffering from mental 
illness and their families the dignity and support they needed. Like other members, I know of people whose 
children have experienced mental illness and I know about the dedicated work of doctors and nurses and other 
medical specialists in treating this area of illness that only in recent years we have begun to understand and speak 
about more openly. Of course I also know about the struggle to get access to services and the lack of appropriate 
services. 

I would like to speak about my visit to the Bentley adolescent unit one month ago. This week I have asked 
questions about the Bentley adolescent unit, and I learnt that the Minister for Mental Health, Dr Jacobs, has not 
visited the unit since December 2008. The Bentley adolescent unit is the only public facility in Western Australia 
where children and adolescents who are suffering from acute psychosis can be cared for. While some younger 
patients go to Princess Margaret Hospital for Children and there are private facilities, this is the primary place of 
care in this state. The Council of Official Visitors, in its annual report of 2008–09, said that the 12-bed unit is the 
only facility where children and adolescents who need involuntary treatment can be cared for, and that it looks 
and feels like a prison and has an insufficient outdoor area. When I visited the Bentley adolescent unit on 11 
August, I was shocked by what I saw and was told. I know that the government is aware of problems at the unit, 
and as the minister said in reply to the question I asked yesterday, it is acknowledged by the government that the 
unit has design problems and requires significant improvements, as it does not provide the most suitable 
environment for young adolescent patients. 

I wish I had more than 10 minutes to try to paint a picture of what I saw. When I arrived I was let through the 
main door and taken to the waiting room. It is small, shabby and barely big enough for a few chairs. The chairs it 
has are stained and there are holes in the upholstery. The walls are so badly stained that the nurses have recently 
painted one of the walls themselves. It is hard to imagine just how grim it would be for parents waiting here to 
visit a child, beyond imagining bringing one’s own child to be admitted as a voluntary or involuntary patient. In 
the Council of Official Visitors’ annual report of 2007–08, it stated that it was known from discussions with 
consumers and their parents that arrival at the unit is a shock. I was told recently when I visited that it is so 
shocking that there have been occasions on which parents, upon bringing their children in as voluntary patients, 
have not felt able to leave their children there, despite how unwell the child or young person was, and despite the 
outstanding medical treatment of the team led by Dr Gosia Wojnarowska. 

As a parent, I cannot imagine what it would be like and how desolate it must feel to bring a child to this facility. 
I went through the entire facility when I visited, and everywhere the rooms were small and shabby, and had 
inadequate furniture that was in need of repair. The unit lacks adequate heating and cooling, it is noisy and it is 
badly designed. In today’s The West Australian, there was a feature on Graylands psychiatric hospital. I looked 
at photos of the triage unit and the accommodation, and I can tell members that it looks like hotel 
accommodation compared with the Bentley adolescent unit. I can only assume that, as it is two years since the 
Minister for Mental Health visited the unit, he believes there have been improvements. Some of our sickest 
children and young people are in this unit, yet as the Council of Official Visitors has said, it is truly like a prison. 
If time allowed, I would say more about the physical conditions. I will say that I cannot imagine what the 
outdoor area looked like before the improvements that I was told had been made in the past 12 months. When I 
was there, it looked miserable, not that that was the greatest concern because at times there are not enough 
nursing staff for patients to go into the outdoor area.  

On the morning that I was in the unit with Dr Wojnarowska, it had been contacted about a number of young 
people who needed to be admitted but who could not be because there were not adequate beds. This was also 
reflected in what the Council of Official Visitors has said in previous reports—that there is regularly a waiting 
list—and also its view that a plan is needed to urgently replace the unit. These are all the things that have been 
spoken about and no doubt what led the opposition, now the government, to make the promises that it made 
nearly two years ago in the election campaign. This is not the worst of it. When I visited the unit, Dr 
Wojnarowska told me that not only is the facility unsuitable for patients but also she has safety concerns for her 
staff. It needs to be borne in mind that the unit deals with adolescent boys aged up to 18 years who can be the 
size of men. I saw and was told that the cramped nurses’ station does not allow nurses to adequately view and 
supervise patients. One staff member said to me that it was an accident waiting to happen.  

I urge members of the government to speak to the Minister for Mental Health and perhaps visit the unit 
themselves. I believe that if any members of the government visited the unit, they would be stunned. I am 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Wednesday, 8 September 2010] 

 p6115b-6116a 
Hon Linda Savage 

 [2] 

disappointed—I am sure Dr Wojnarowska will be disappointed—at the response of the government to my 
question about the need for more beds, which it acknowledges, blaming the previous government, even after two 
years. I am concerned that it will only reinforce for the unit its view that it is not being listened to. 

Understandably, it is a real concern that we are still waiting for the government to develop its mental health 
strategy. Feedback on the recently released PricewaterhouseCoopers report will not finish until the end of this 
month and then there will be more waiting until a mental health plan is delivered and we finally see some action, 
so it seems unlikely that anything substantial will happen until next year. I accept that the promise that was made 
by the Barnett government in 2008 was never going to be easy to deliver quickly. It was perhaps not able to do 
so in the first year or, as it has turned out, even in the second year. I find it very hard to believe that anyone who 
has visited the Bentley adolescent unit would think there is any excuse for delaying action now. I urge members 
of the government to raise this issue with the Minister for Mental Health and visit the unit themselves to ensure 
that the very serious issues that I have raised will be dealt with urgently.  
 


