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Seventh Report — “Annual Report 2010–2011” — Tabling 

MS A.R. MITCHELL (Kingsley) [10.07 am]: I present for tabling the seventh report of the Joint Standing 
Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People titled “Annual Report 2010–2011”. 

[See paper 4069.] 

Ms A.R. MITCHELL: I am pleased to present the seventh report of the Joint Standing Committee on the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People and the committee’s third annual report in the thirty-eighth 
Parliament. During this period of reporting, the committee broadened the scope of its oversight role as a result of 
two factors—the commission’s role has continued to develop over this time and the committee advanced its own 
study into the commissioner’s functions.  

I would like to convey to members in the chamber that this committee operates quite differently from the other 
Legislative Assembly committees because this committee has an oversight role rather than being a committee of 
inquiry. Therefore, as the commissioner does not report to a minister and instead reports to the Parliament, this 
committee has quite a different approach to the work that this undertakes. I would say that the committee 
adopted a similar approach to the previous financial year in the conduct of these oversight functions. This was 
done through regular hearings and briefings with the commissioner, examination of the commissioner’s 
publications and activities and a review of the commissioner’s annual report.  

A key component of the committee’s work in this reporting period was the tabling of a report from the 
commissioner’s first inquiry that she conducted, which was titled “Report of the Inquiry into the mental health 
and wellbeing of children and young people in Western Australia”. This was, in fact, the first inquiry performed 
by the commissioner under section 19(f) of the Commissioner for Children and Young people Act 2006. The 
committee thought that this was a very important thing that had occurred and we certainly wished to examine 
that report to see how effective that had been. Another area of progress was the expansion of the outcomes of the 
commissioner’s “Children and Young People’s Views on Wellbeing” research report, which was completed in 
June 2010. This has since resulted in the development of policy briefs and other related materials that 
demonstrate how the research can be translated and implemented in other agencies and areas.  

The committee followed through with extensive examination of the committee’s 2009–10 annual report on 
which our focus was on the commissioner’s capacity to influence and achieve outcomes. This has certainly been 
an area on which the committee has focused in the last 12 months, because we are very conscious that the 
commissioner can be very busy and we want to see if that busyness translates into effectiveness and the ability to 
see how other agencies and organisations actually do their work.  

In addition, the committee undertook investigative travel to facilitate its own in-depth study into the 
commissioner’s functions through assessing the activities and legislative models of similar commissioners in 
other jurisdictions. To further inform this work, the committee met with relevant ministers, senior staff from 
relevant government departments and representatives from non-government organisations. The briefings were 
used to inform the committee on its ongoing review on the exercise of the functions of the children’s 
commissioner.  

During this period, the committee held 26 deliberative meetings, took evidence from 40 persons and tabled three 
reports in Parliament. In the period under review the committee has continued to monitor, review and report on 
the functions of the commissioner and her compliance with the Commissioner for Children and Young People 
Act 2006. The commissioner tabled her first inquiry under section 19(f) of the act into the mental health and 
wellbeing of children and young people. An evaluation of this inquiry with respect to the exercise of the function 
is currently underway. An analysis of this will be reported to Parliament in 2012.  

The committee is also maintaining a watching brief on the statutory review of the Working with Children 
(Criminal Record Checking) Act 2004 and how this review may impact on the operations of the children’s 
commissioner.  

The committee will analyse the 2010–11 annual report of the commissioner in the coming weeks and will report 
to Parliament in 2012.  

I would like to acknowledge the ongoing cooperation of the Commissioner for Children and Young People, 
Ms Michelle Scott, and her staff. I thank members of the committee for their sustained contribution: Mr Martin 
Whitely, MLA, member for Bassendean and deputy chair; Hon Helen Bullock, MLC, Mining and Pastoral 
Region; and Hon Nick Goiran, MLC, South Metropolitan Region.  

Finally, I would like to acknowledge the assistance provided by the committee’s principal research officer, 
Ms Dawn Dickinson, who worked with the committee until April 2011, and to welcome the new principal 
research officer, Ms Renee Gould.  
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MR M.P. WHITELY (Bassendean) [10.14 am]: I will make a very brief contribution and begin by endorsing 
the words of the chairman of the Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young 
People, the member for Kingsley. 

I want to make two brief comments. As the member for Kingsley identified, the primary role of this committee is 
to oversee the operations of the Commissioner for Children and Young People and to review her functions to see 
if those functions are appropriate and broad enough, and if there is enough resourcing. It is very much an 
overseeing committee function. It is an important role. However, I want to put on the record again—I have said 
it many times before—that this Parliament does not have a committee specifically set aside to conduct inquiries 
into children’s issues. Although the children’s commissioner has the capacity to do that and she has conducted 
her first inquiry, which was a very broad-ranging inquiry into mental health, which is a good thing, I still think it 
would be good if this Parliament had a committee of inquiry specifically designated to review children’s issues. I 
say that because kids are disadvantaged by the fact that they have no capacity to advocate on their own behalf, 
and obviously they do not vote, so they do not have a voice in the political process. It is great that they now have 
a children’s commissioner to advocate on their behalf, but I would have thought a parliamentary committee 
specifically with the brief of conducting investigations into kids’ issues would be a really good step.  

The other issue I want to touch on briefly is an issue that the committee is considering as part of its deliberations 
about the commissioner’s role—that is, the capacity of the commissioner to inquire into the circumstances of 
individuals. I am not just talking about inquiries into complaints by the parents of a particular child or by people 
who are aware of a particular child and who may have complaints about the way that child is treated. I am 
talking about something broader than just the complaints function—namely, the capacity for the commissioner to 
dig into the circumstances of an individual child. Currently, the commissioner is of the view that her role is to 
review systemic failure. But I am becoming increasingly convinced that nothing reveals systemic failure more 
than individual circumstances. Members may be aware of the issue that got some media recently, which was the 
coroner’s review of the death of a woman from a methadone overdose, after which the coroner then, in 
correspondence to me, highlighted the need for a prescription drug register that could monitor how prescription 
drugs were dispensed to prevent problems of prescription drug abuse. That was a sensible recommendation that 
came out of a review of individual circumstances. The coroner had seen numerous similar cases; but, 
nonetheless, even one case is often enough to reveal a systemic problem.  

I realise that there are other agencies that have the capacity to conduct reviews, such as the Ombudsman, who 
has a complaint function, and can self-generate inquiries. But the Ombudsman, as was revealed in a public 
hearing yesterday, has the capacity to inquire into government service delivery only. With increasing emphasis 
on outsourcing of government services, there is an increasing limitation on the capacity of the Ombudsman to 
review individual circumstances because the Ombudsman does not have the power to review the operations of 
non-government organisations. There is a bit of a gap there and it is something we need to consider. Even if that 
gap was filled, it would still be useful for the children’s commissioner to have the capacity to burrow down into 
individual circumstances. As I said, it is often the individual case that reveals the truth about the system.  

The danger in not burrowing down into individual circumstances is that we end up taking evidence from adults 
who are often stakeholders in particular issues and in the way the service is delivered; often they come with a 
vested interest and we are getting people’s opinion on how the system works. Often they will have a position in 
the system and even a vested interest in the system. That capacity to burrow down into individual circumstances 
is a power that we need to consider giving to the children’s commissioner, because as I said it is that capacity to 
burrow down into individual circumstances that often reveals what is going wrong at a systemic level. With 
those few comments, I endorse the report and the comments of the member for Kingsley.  
 


