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Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People — Fifth Report — “2014–2015 
Annual Report” 

Resumed from 22 October. 

Motion 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: I move — 

That the report be noted. 

I acknowledge the work of Jenni Perkins as acting Commissioner for Children and Young People for the past 
three years. Jenni did an outstanding job holding the fort, but many things cannot be instigated by a person in an 
acting capacity. I congratulate and look forward to working with Mr Colin Pettit, who has been appointed as the 
new children’s commissioner. It is time a children’s commissioner really took hold of that role, because there are 
many things that a children’s commissioner could and should be doing. That is not to denigrate Jenni, who, as I 
said, did a wonderful job. 

The committee’s annual report shows that the committee met with 52 different groups, and held 52 hearings 
during the year. The main function that the committee is looking at goes back to my time as minister, when 
Justice Peter Blaxell released a report on the horrific abuse at St Andrew’s Hostel in Katanning. The government 
said it would implement the recommendations made in that report, one of which was that there should be a one-
stop shop for children to report abuse. That is how it came across to us, but when we got Peter Blaxell into a 
committee hearing to talk to us, he said that he was referring to wanting a friendly person to take that child 
through a journey in the telling of their story. Having worked in this area for 20 or 25 years, I know that there is 
no friendly way to take a child through such a process. There are easier ways, but it is not a particularly friendly 
outcome once a child discloses abuse. I always say that it is a no-win situation for anyone; it is just a difficult 
road ahead. 

The committee travelled to Ireland, England and Scotland and spoke to a lot of ombudsmen to see what their 
processes were. We were trying to find a way in which the children’s commissioner could play a greater role 
when a child discloses abuse—not particularly a role in disclosing, but more of an educative role throughout the 
state. I have seen a lot of the books that are put into schools to teach teachers what to look for, and I have seen a 
lot of protective behaviour literature. They do not hit the mark when it comes to teachers understanding what the 
child is telling them. Children do not come out and say, “I’m being abused.” Teachers have to understand the 
cues that children are giving them. They have to understand those little snippets of information that the child is 
giving them and put them together. That is not the fault of the Department of Education. The material that is out 
there is not as good as it could be. Teachers are given training, but it must be realised that some teachers would 
have been abused themselves, so it is probably very hard for them if a child does disclose to them. Teachers have 
mandatory reporting processes that they must carry out. However, if a child does disclose, we need to have a 
person who is experienced enough to hear what that child is telling them. I do not think we have come to that 
point yet. Western Australia is no orphan in this. A royal commission is examining child abuse at the moment, 
and some horrific stories are coming out of that. 

What can the Commissioner for Children and Young People do? How can the children’s commissioner improve 
what we have in the state? I think the children’s commissioner could get education material and go out there and 
say that he—because it is a he—is a friend of the child, and this is what we expect if somebody comes across 
child abuse. He would also be child safe. I know that the acting children’s commissioner put out a child safe 
booklet, but we really need to do more in that space. Having said that, if somebody wants to abuse a child, they 
will do it. They will groom the child. A lot of people do not know what grooming is; they think they do, but as I 
explain to people, it is very subtle. People need to be aware of that—not only teachers, but people in all 
professions who work with children or have children in their care. This is not a criticism of my government, 
because the government is doing the right thing. It has put literature into schools. In the area of child protection, 
Western Australia is one of the best jurisdictions in Australia. However, we still need to be vigilant. I have often 
said to my colleagues that if I do not see any materials that are good enough, I might sit down one day and start 
writing, because some parents do not know what to look for. They may have a child who does not want to go to a 
certain place. Why does that child not want to go to that certain place? We are all busy and we do not listen to 
the cues, but we need to do that. We all say that somebody has to sit down and do this, and one of these days I 
will sit down—somebody else out there may be doing it—and put together a book for parents about cues for 
them to look for and to understand. It could be put into schools. I always say that paedophiles do not have horns 
on their heads and it is not emblazoned across their T-shirts. They are sneaky. They are the father’s best friend or 
the father or the uncle. They are in a trusted position, as was the man from Katanning who looked after those 
boarders all those years ago. He was revered by the town, and people did not believe what he did. We need to be 
forever vigilant. 
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I think the Commissioner for Children and Young People has a greater role to play, and the committee is looking 
forward to meeting and speaking to Colin Pettit, because he can make a difference in Western Australia. 

Hon Peter Collier: He’s a good man. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Hon Peter Collier has just said that he is a good man, and I note that he was a 
school principal. 

Hon Peter Collier: He was actually head of WAAPA. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: He was the head of the Western Australian Academy of Performing Arts. I note 
that he was the Secretary of Education in Tasmania. I have heard only good reviews about Colin Pettit, so, as I 
said, I look forward to working with him and letting him know about all the work the committee has done. 
Then  we can have some good programs in Western Australia along the line of preventive measures. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: I rise to make some brief comments on the annual report of the 
Joint  Standing  Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People. I, too, acknowledge 
Colin Pettit, the new Commissioner for Children and Young People in this state. I have not yet had the 
opportunity to meet him, but I look forward to striking up a relationship with him and I wish him all the best in 
his future endeavours. I also acknowledge, as did Hon Robyn McSweeney, the work of Jenni Perkins, who was 
the acting commissioner for a period. I agree with Hon Robyn McSweeney that it is difficult for an acting 
commissioner because they cannot stick their head up too high without it potentially being lopped off. It is a very 
difficult job, and I wish Jenni Perkins well in her future endeavours. 

I also note that Hon Robyn McSweeney mentioned the committee’s overseas travel. I know that committee 
members met with Dr Niall Muldoon, Ireland’s new Ombudsman for Children. He was appointed this year by 
President Michael D. Higgins and took over after Emily Logan had held the job for 12 years. From all reports, he 
is doing a good job. I will be interested to chat to committee members about their experiences overseas, because 
I think it is important to see what works in other jurisdictions and learn from those and ensure that we bring 
those things back and shape our system to make it the best that it possibly can be. 

I remember that when the annual report of the joint standing committee was debated this time last year, it 
mentioned the Blaxell report by name. Of course, members of this place will know that former Supreme Court 
judge Peter Blaxell undertook an inquiry into sexual abuse allegations at St Andrew’s Hostel in Katanning, and 
there has been some media about that issue since. That work by Peter Blaxell is not mentioned specifically in 
this year’s annual report, although the report refers to proposed amendments to the Commissioner for Children 
and Young People Act 2006 to provide the commissioner with the necessary power to perform a child abuse 
complaints support function. This was one of the recommendations of the Blaxell review. Recommendation 2 
states — 

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. 

This is one recommendation that the government did not accept in its original form. We have been advised that 
the Attorney General is still considering the recommendation and we have not seen any action on this 
recommendation. I wanted to make the point today that I think a one-stop shop is vitally important and that all 
the recommendations from the Blaxell report should have been properly considered and acted upon, but that has 
not happened in this case. 
I am aware that the Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People is doing 
some work around the functions exercised by the Commissioner for Children and Young People. I am also aware 
that the committee advised the house some time ago—probably in August this year—that the committee would 
continue its deliberations on that issue and that it would report to the house early in 2016. I certainly welcome 
the work that the committee is doing and I look forward to seeing that work, because, as I said, it is vitally 
important. I was not here when the role of Commissioner for Children and Young People was established, but, 
having worked as a chief of staff to a child protection minister, I am aware that, thanks to the persistence of 
Hon  Barbara Scott, the act and the commissioner’s role were finally created in this state. Others were also 
involved in that, but certainly Hon Barbara Scott’s persistence and passion helped guide what is before us today. 
However, we should review the role on a periodic basis and, hence, a review was undertaken of the role. 
Given  the environment that a children’s commissioner operates in, and given the constant challenges that 
children and young people face, whether it is through technology or the horrible things that people do to 
children, it is important that we make sure that the legislation and the role are updated constantly so that we can 
have the best system in place to ensure that we are protecting children and young people in this state. 
Michelle Scott was a fine children’s commissioner. She was fearless and without favour. She did a tremendous 
job in the role and represented the interests of children and young people very well. I do not think an acting 
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commissioner can do the same work. It is very difficult for them to stick their head up, as I said, so I welcome 
the appointment of Dr Colin Pettit as the new commissioner. I think he started in the job this week. I wish him 
well and I look forward to him taking up the mantle and ensuring that the rights and views of children and young 
people in this state are at the forefront of the consideration of politicians and policymakers. 
With those few comments, I acknowledge the fine work of the Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner 
for Children and Young People and I note the report. 
Question put and passed. 
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