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Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People — Second Report —  
Report review 2020–21: Examination of selected reports by the Commissioner for Children  

and Young People — Motion 

Resumed from 10 August on the following motion moved by Hon Jackie Jarvis — 

That the report be noted. 

Hon KLARA ANDRIC: It is with great privilege that I get to speak on this report of the Joint Standing Committee 
on the Commissioner for Children and Young People. As a former member of the Joint Standing Committee on 
the Commissioner for Children and Young People, I would like to speak on this second report, titled Report review 
2020–21: Examination of selected reports by the Commissioner for Children and Young People. As one would 
assume from the title itself, this report reviewed a number of reports published by the Commissioner for Children 
and Young People during 2020 and 2021. In the now former commissioner’s annual report of 2021, I note that he 
supports the strategic plan titled Strategic directions 2021–2026. The former commissioner refers to the strategic 
plan’s three key platforms in this report when discussing the work that was completed. The first of these platforms 
is promoting the rights and voices and contributions of children and young people. Some of the work done under 
this platform was surveying children and young people on the effects and impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. It 
was found that there were some negative impacts on children and young people but that these were not widespread. 
It is encouraging that although there were some negative impacts due to the COVID-19 pandemic, these were, as 
I said, not widespread or extensive. As we enter the third year of COVID-19, it will be important to continue to 
monitor the effects the pandemic has had on children and young people in our state. Although we are all aware of 
the short-term impacts the pandemic has had on us, including things such as lockdowns and isolation, we have to 
ensure that we continue to monitor the long-term effects, particularly on children and young people, some of whom 
have spent their formative years in the pandemic. As outlined in the report, the former commissioner fully intended 
to continue this monitoring, and I was pleased to hear that. 

There has also been a new initiative to promote the voices of children and young people, as referred to in this 
report. I must say that it is exciting to hear that people are being proactive and have been given the opportunity to 
give their insights into these important issues. This is the kind of thing that I probably would have loved to have been 
involved with when I was younger. It is certainly something that I am sure my 15-year-old daughter, Andjela, definitely 
would like to engage with. On that note, I would like to thank the members of the group for their participation in 
this very important initiative. The insights that they have provided, I am sure, will prove to be quite invaluable. 
The second platform in the strategic plan is monitoring and advocacy to strengthen the wellbeing of all 
Western Australian children and young people. As part of this platform, the commissioner created a number of 
resources for children and young people as well as organisations that deal with children and young people. On that 
note, I commend former commissioner Colin Pettit for creating these valuable resources and for promoting the 
need for child-safe practices across all types of organisations through these very useful tools. 
As members would agree, raising a concern or making a complaint can be very daunting at the best of times, and for 
children and young people the experience can be even more so. To them, I am sure, in some circumstances one could 
probably describe it as being quite frightening. Children, as we all know, should be able to feel free to speak up and 
be confident about speaking up when they are made to feel unsafe, marginalised or uncomfortable. 
The third and final platform of the strategic plan is prioritising the needs of disadvantaged and vulnerable children. We 
all know that children and young people who are disadvantaged or vulnerable need greater support than their peers, so 
it is only natural that the commissioner would treat them as a priority, and rightly so. Working on these three platforms, 
as outlined, appears to be a step in the right direction in providing support for children and young people in our state. 
A major area of concern outlined in the committee’s report is the declining wellbeing for girls in particular. As expressed 
in the report, this was a key finding of the 2019 Speaking Out Survey. That survey led the commissioner’s office to 
conduct a literature review into the causes for this difference in wellbeing among children and young people. The report 
notes that there has been a significant decline in adolescent emotional wellbeing since 2012, particularly amongst girls, 
who are significantly more likely to have anxiety and depression, lower self-esteem and lower resilience. I find it quite 
troubling that there has been such a significant decline in the wellbeing of teenage girls over the past decade. As the 
mother of a teenage girl myself, I know that these years can be quite difficult to navigate, I think is probably the best 
way to put it. The declining wellbeing of girls for over a decade is certainly not something that we can ignore. 
The report outlines what could be inferred as a few possible causes of this decline. One of them is that girls are more 
likely to have a perceived decline in their relationship with their parents during puberty. Family, and particularly 
parents, are an important part of many people’ support networks. I certainly know that they are a very important part 
of my network. I would infer that this reduction in young girls’ support networks could be a reason for the lower 
levels of wellbeing. The report also notes on page 4 — 
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There is a direct relationship between exposure to media that objectifies girls and women and the internalising 
of beauty ideals, which can lead to low self-esteem, self-objectification, body surveillance, depression 
and eating disorders. 

With the increasing use of social media, one could hypothesise that the increase in the exposure of this kind of media 
that teenage girls are seeing—I refer back to my daughter because as the mother of a teenage girl I can attest that they 
consume a considerable amount of social media and, on some occasions, an extreme amount of social media—it would 
not be a surprise that this could have an impact, particularly if the social media or whatever they are engaging with at 
the time is not in a positive context; for example, if it objectifies women or carries other messages that will further impact 
the mental health of these young girls. Although I understand that these reports were created by former Commissioner 
for Children and Young People Colin Pettit, I am sure that the new commissioner, Jacqueline McGowan-Jones, will 
continue this outstanding work. I would like to take this opportunity to congratulate her once again. 
Hon NICK GOIRAN: I will continue my remarks that were commenced last week on 10 August, when we continued 
our consideration of the second report of the Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young 
People, Report review 2020-21: Examination of selected reports by the Commissioner for Children and Young 
People. In doing so, I note the honourable member’s remarks this afternoon and thank her for them. I indicate that 
they are consistent with what I was discussing last week—that is, chapter 3 of the report that is before us and the 
commissioner’s report on the decline in wellbeing for girls. Having touched on that last week, this afternoon I want 
to turn to chapter 4, which is titled “The Commissioner’s review of Department of Communities placement of 
children with harmful sexual behaviours in residential care settings”. This is a very important matter. I draw to 
members’ attention that there is, in fact, a motion standing in my name on the notice paper, which I hope we will 
have the opportunity to consider. There are precious few opportunities to debate these motions on notice. In this 
instance, I have given notice that I propose for the house to thank the commissioner—that is of course now the former 
Commissioner for Children and Young People—for his Independent review into the Department of Communities’ 
policies and practices in the placement of children with harmful sexual behaviours in residential care settings. 
Perhaps it is indicative of the need for me to give notice of a substituted motion to reflect the fact that it is in fact 
the report of the former commissioner. But I hope that the house will then, in due course, also go on to agree with the 
second limb of the proposed motion, which is that this house would note — 

… with grave concern the commissioner’s damning findings, which expose that — 
(a) children raised their concerns, and these were not responded to in a timely manner; 
(b) the information and knowledge management systems of the department are not fit for 

purpose and impede decision-making for children and young people and organisational 
accountability; 

(c) the department does not have a cohesive or effective framework or policy, practices or 
services to understand and respond to children and young people with harmful sexual 
behaviours; 

(d) the department does not consistently ensure that high-quality and safe care by well-trained 
and supported staff and carers is provided to children and young people in the care of 
the CEO in residential care; 

(e) the department’s risk assessment and management strategies are not effective in 
consistently preventing, identifying and mitigating risks to children and young people 
in residential care; and 

(f) the department’s internal safeguards and review mechanisms do not contribute effectively 
to the safety of children and young people in residential care. 

I hope that those first two limbs of that proposed motion will have the agreement of the house. There is then a third 
limb proposed, which — 

Calls on the government to urgently provide a precise and time-bound plan of how it proposes to address 
the commissioner’s findings and recommendations. 

It is in that context that I note that at page 5 of the report before us, this matter, which has its history in a review directed 
by the Minister for Child Protection in October of 2020, led to the provision of this report in September 2021. The person 
at the centre of the inquiry was then a child in care who goes by the pseudonym Macie. This teenage girl had spoken to 
the media about her placement in a residential care home with an older teenage boy who, for the purposes of the inquiry 
and the report, is referred to by the pseudonym Lee. It is known as a result of the inquiry that Lee had a history of harmful 
sexual behaviours, and it was a point of significant concern and distress and trauma to Macie that she had been placed 
in the same placement with this older teenage boy, Lee. The report by the Commissioner for Children and Young People 
found that Macie’s placement in a residential care home with a child with a history of harmful sexual behaviours was 
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not unique or an isolated practice in Western Australia. This goes to the point that we discussed in recent days. The 
Commissioner for Children and Young People does not presently have the power and function to inquire into individual 
cases, but does have the power and function to look at systemic matters. It is in that context that the then commissioner 
importantly highlighted that this was not a unique or isolated practice in our state. 
The report goes on to note that many Department of Communities senior staff and managers acknowledged that 
children are at risk within residential care from the harmful sexual or abusive behaviours of other young people. 
Of course, that would be deeply concerning to any Western Australian. It is no wonder that the Commissioner for 
Children and Young People took this opportunity to make six findings and nine recommendations. Members can 
familiarise themselves with those findings and recommendations in their own time, but I note that during a hearing 
that was conducted by the Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People with 
the then commissioner in October of last year, one of the officers of the commissioner’s office said that although 
harmful sexual behaviours was mentioned in the Department of Communities’ manuals, the language and definitions 
were not consistent. Guidance for staff needed to be clearer and more accessible. The manual did not compare 
favourably with equivalent manuals in other jurisdictions. 
The report concludes by noting that the department needed to devote time and energy to fix this. Remember that 
this occurred in, as far as I understand, a public parliamentary hearing in October of last year. We are now beyond 
10 months since that public hearing occurred. We are the best part of nine months since this report has been before 
us. By my record, this matter has been considered by this chamber on 23 February this year, and again, of course, 
last week. It is at least the third or fourth time that we have considered this matter, yet we do not know, and no-one 
within government has informed us, what steps have been taken in response to these concerns that have been raised 
by the office of the Commissioner for Children and Young People. 
It is quite telling that, as I said, the report ends by saying that the department needed to devote time and energy to 
fixing this. The question that follows is: has the department devoted time and energy to fixing this? The question is 
not only whether it has devoted time and energy, but also, is it fixed? We do not know, because, once again, no-one 
within government will rise and tell us the status of this matter. It is for that reason I have this motion on notice 
standing in my name. It is currently the second motion on the notice paper. As I say, it is my hope that we will have 
an opportunity to consider that, noting that there are competing priorities at the moment due to the range of 
dysfunction across various portfolios, including the department of child protection, or the child protection portfolio 
held within the mega-department of the Department of Communities. I would encourage someone from government 
to let us know whether this matter has been fixed. Did the department devote any time and energy to fixing it? Has 
there been any consultation with the new Commissioner for Children and Young People to ascertain whether the new 
commissioner is satisfied that this matter has been addressed with respect to the manuals, the languages and the 
definitions, all to do with harmful sexual behaviours, considering the genesis of this very sensitive matter? 
Hon PIERRE YANG: I wish to continue my remarks on page 3 of the second report of the Joint Standing Committee 
on the Commissioner for Children and Young People, Report review 2020–21: Examination of selected reports by 
the Commissioner for Children and Young People. I thank Hon Klara Andric for her contribution and sharing some 
of her experience. Many members here are parents and we certainly know not only the joy of being a parent, but also 
the challenges and the responsibilities that come with being a parent. Page 3 of the second report of the Joint Standing 
Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People refers to the 2019 Speaking Out Survey, which 
identified that — 

… female young people in WA rated their wellbeing less favourably than male young people. This was 
the case across multiple areas … 

The commissioner listed the areas as — 
… including mental health, self-perception, relationships, personal safety and experiences of independence. 

The report refers to a number of issues and findings from the survey, which include — 
• There has been a significant decline in adolescent emotional wellbeing since 2012, particularly 

among girls, who are significantly more likely to have anxiety and depression, lower self-esteem and 
lower resilience. 

Hon Nick Goiran: You might want to get someone to assist you with your duties at this time. 
Hon PIERRE YANG: I thank the honourable member. The report also refers to — 

• From 11 years of age girls begin to have lower health-related quality of life than boys with greater 
experiences of headaches, stress and tiredness. Regular period pain and other menstrual symptoms 
impact their daily activities. 

Another dot point that I wish to talk about, which Hon Klara Andric touched on, is social media and the media. 
The report states — 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Wednesday, 17 August 2022] 

 p3640c-3643a 
Hon Klara Andric; Hon Nick Goiran; Hon Pierre Yang 

 [4] 

• There is a direct relationship between exposure to media that objectifies girls and women and the 
internalising of beauty ideals, which can lead to low self-esteem, self-objectification, body surveillance, 
depression and eating disorders. 

I am sure members agree that the standard form of beauty and what beauty is about can have a hugely detrimental 
impact on people’s wellbeing. We are all different colours and shapes. We are in different genders. I think it is great 
that our country has such diversity and we are fortunate to live in a country that celebrates this diversity. I find it 
particularly sad that young female Western Australians continue to feel such a way, and the media could certainly 
improve its projection of women and beauty ideals. The report continues — 

• Many girls continue to experience everyday sexism, including through the chores they are assigned 
at home, family rules about going out at night, expectations about doing maths and science, and being 
sexually harassed on the street. 

Harassment has no place in modern Australia and certainly has no place in modern Western Australia. I think as 
a state, we can be proud of the record and I commend the government for its intention to update the protections in the 
Equal Opportunity Act 1984, which was introduced by the Labor government back in the 1980s. It was nation-leading 
legislation and provided many protections that were not available in other jurisdictions in Australia 38 years ago. 
It was a great Labor initiative in line with Labor values of treating everyone with respect. I commend the government 
for endorsing the report from the Law Reform Commission. I acknowledge that the parliamentary secretary, 
Hon Matthew Swinbourn, tabled a report in this place yesterday. The final report made 163 recommendations. The 
government’s intention should be singled out; it should be praised for its plan to reform the Equal Opportunity Act. 
I quote the tabling statement of the parliamentary secretary from yesterday — 

… Attorney General has broadly committed to several key reforms. That includes removing the outdated 
disadvantage test for sexual harassment complainants, in line with the Community Development and Justice 
Standing Committee’s report ‘Enough is enough’: Sexual harassment against women in the FIFO mining 
industry; strengthening equal opportunity protections for LGBTQIA+ staff and students in religious schools; 

These will be important reforms. I certainly hope, and I am sure it will happen, that the new Equal Opportunity Act 
will help to address some of the issues that the Commissioner for Children and Young People identified in the 
2019 Speaking Out Survey. I hasten to add that the office of the Commissioner for Children and Young People 
was established in 2006 under the then Labor government of Premier Geoff Gallop and then Premier Alan Carpenter. 
It was another great Labor initiative in line with Labor values of making sure that no-one is left behind and everyone 
deserves their place in this state. 
I wish to bring to the attention of the house that the importance of looking after children and young people and their 
physical and mental wellbeing is critical for the state’s future wellbeing. I look forward to my next opportunity to 
continue my remarks. I understand other members may wish to speak on this report.  
Resolved, on motion by Hon Nick Goiran, that consideration of the report be postponed to the next sitting 
of the Council. 
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