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JOINT STANDING COMMITTEE ON THE COMMISSIONER 
FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE 

Seventh Report — “Everybody’s Business: An examination into how the Commissioner for 
Children and Young People can enhance WA’s response to child abuse” — Tabling 

MS L.L. BAKER (Maylands) [10.01 am]: I present for tabling the seventh report of the Joint Standing 
Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People, titled “Everybody’s Business: An examination 
into how the Commissioner for Children and Young People can enhance WA’s response to child abuse”. 

[See papers 4222 and 4223.] 

Ms L.L. BAKER: Children are amongst the most vulnerable members of our society. The ease with which their 
vulnerabilities can be exploited has all too frequently been displayed, whether within families or institutional 
settings. At present, the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse continues to take 
evidence from the community. This evidence is shocking, as it reveals the enormity of the problem and unveils 
many harrowing stories from survivors of child sexual abuse. In Western Australia in 2012, the special inquiry 
examining the abuse that occurred at St Andrew’s Hostel in Katanning revealed the enormous costs of failing to 
listen to children when they raise concerns about the behaviour of an adult in a position of trust and power. The 
special inquiry made it clear that Western Australia’s approach to child protection has changed since the abuse 
occurred at St Andrew’s Hostel in Katanning during the 1970s and 1980s.  

The child protection system in Western Australia is extensive and staffed by dedicated professionals. During the 
course of this inquiry examining the role that the WA Commissioner for Children and Young People should play 
in relation to preventing child abuse, the committee was fortunate to have learnt a great deal from the men and 
women who have dedicated their working lives to protecting children from harm. This report, 
“Everyone’s Business”, makes it clear that while significant improvements have taken place, there remains much 
that can be done. 

The extent to which lessons have been learnt and applied during the decades since the abuse at St Andrew’s 
underpinned much of the committee’s work. We were particularly keen to identify gaps in service provision and 
to recommend an expanded role for the children’s commissioner wherever it was possible and appropriate to do 
so. In particular, we were keen to ascertain whether children were listened to more readily now than they had 
been in the past, and whether the child protection system was better equipped to support child victims through the 
difficult process of disclosing abuse. 

Navigating the child protection system has been described as a fraught process. Minimising for children the 
trauma associated with disclosing abuse must be an imperative for everyone in this community. With this aim in 
mind, the committee has made a number of recommendations relating to the role and function of the children’s 
commissioner. These recommendations focus on giving the commissioner a greater role to play in preventing 
and responding to disclosures of abuse by raising awareness in the community about the nature of child abuse. 
The committee is recommending that the children’s commissioner establish a dedicated online portal through 
which information about services, advice, emerging issues and best practice for responding to child abuse can be 
accessed. The portal should be uniquely branded and linked across all government websites and provide 
information for the whole community, from the child protection sector through to children and parents, or 
community and sporting organisations. 

I would like to talk about some of the findings in more explicit detail at this point. Finding 2 reads — 

The Committee finds that the trend towards colocation of services and improved interagency 
cooperation is a positive development in the Child Protection Sector. 

The George Jones Child Advocacy Centre in Parkerville is a very good example of how this could and should 
work across the community. Finding 3 reads — 

The Committee finds that a reportable conduct scheme providing independent oversight of complaints 
of child sexual abuse in institutional contexts in Western Australia would provide additional protection 
to particularly vulnerable children in care. 

For those who have not heard the term before, a reportable conduct scheme is one in which the oversight of 
complaints of child sexual abuse in institutional contexts is conducted by an independent body from the lead 
department and all service providers. “Reportable conduct” is defined as any sexual offence or sexual 
misconduct committed against, with or in the presence of a child; any assault, ill-treatment or neglect of a child; 
or any behaviour that causes psychological harm to a child. Currently, New South Wales is the only Australian 
jurisdiction that operates such a scheme. Under the New South Wales reportable conduct scheme, the 
NSW Ombudsman has powers to assist agencies in building capacity to respond to complaints and/or reports of 
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child sexual abuse. The NSW Ombudsman scrutinises the systems for preventing reportable conduct by 
employees of designated government and non-government agencies and other public authorities and also the 
systems for handling and responding to reportable allegations and reportable convictions involving those 
employees. 

Finding 5 is of particular relevance and importance to our committee. It reads — 

Adopting a trauma-informed care and practice model for responding to child abuse victims will 
improve the ability of the Child Protection Sector to focus on the recovery of the child. 

Again, for those not familiar with this term, I would like to describe what it means. The term “trauma-informed 
practice” is described in the committee’s report as — 

3.9 A practitioner adopting a trauma‐informed approach seeks to understand the young person’s 
experiences, asking ‘what happened to you?’ More traditional approaches have tended to adopt 
a pathology‐based approach, asking ‘what is wrong with you?’ 

3.10 A trauma‐informed approach is one that influences every aspect of working with young people 
who have experienced trauma. 

This approach requires all systems within the organisation and its culture to be fully integrated. Achieving 
integration means working together in a complementary way, where each part of the whole understands its role 
and that of others in relation to the therapeutic task. The report continues — 

3.11 Unfortunately, many aspects of the child abuse investigation process are not carried out in 
a way that is trauma‐informed, and in fact each step of the process can lead to 
re‐traumatisation for the child. Adopting flexible, available and accessible support mechanisms 
for child abuse victims is essential to addressing and limiting their trauma. 

Finding 6 states — 

The Committee finds that consistent and continuous support for child abuse victims is not currently 
provided by the Child Protection Sector. 

Many services providing support, counselling and therapeutic responses for children and their families affected 
by child sexual abuse are currently at capacity. 

The committee is deeply concerned that there are a number of specialists providing therapeutic services for child 
sexual abuse victims in Western Australia who refuse to accept referrals for children in care. The committee’s 
recommendation that relates to those comments is recommendation 1. It states — 

That the Government takes immediate action to investigate capacity limitations and unmet demand 
within support services for child abuse victims and the provision of appropriate service models and 
funding. 

Another issue that concerned the committee after it was uncovered is in finding 10 and the subsequent 
recommendation, recommendation 2. Finding 10 states — 

The Committee finds that the Department of Education is not currently required to report on the extent 
of protective behaviours education being delivered within each school in Western Australia. 

When the department was asked about the level and frequency of the rollout of protective behaviours courses, 
the department was unable to answer that question. Personally, I am gravely concerned by that. Accordingly, the 
committee recommends at recommendation 2 — 

That the Minster for Education requires the Department of Education to report annually on the extent of 
protective behaviours education being delivered within each school in Western Australia. 

Finding 16 states — 

The Committee finds that Kids Helpline provides valuable assistance to the Child Protection Sector and 
children in WA, and should be provided with adequate funding to match the demand for its services. 

From that finding, members will understand that Kids Helpline is not given enough money to do the job that it 
could do. It would be very beneficial to both the child protection sector and to the survivors of abuse if more 
funding was given to Kids Helpline. 

Obviously I will not go through all of the committee’s findings, but finding 21 refers to the Commissioner for 
Children and Young People developing educative programs focused on the priority areas that are identified in 
the committee’s report. Three priority areas are mentioned, including educating and encouraging children about 
how to disclose child abuse and educating parents and the community about the processes to follow to support 
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a child when a disclosure is made. These programs must be in addition to the Child Safe Organisations WA 
program that the Commissioner for Children and Young People is developing. 
I would like to refer to the committee’s final recommendation, recommendation 8, which states — 

That the Children’s Commissioner work with oversight agencies to clearly map the extent of 
monitoring and oversight of organisations who provide services to children and make recommendations 
to government to address any gaps in scrutiny. 

That basically means the sector needs to be mapped because it is confusing in its current state; it is very difficult 
to navigate. By mapping the sector in detail, we will understand how we can make the whole system far more 
accessible to children and for people reporting abuse. Finally, the commissioner should work with the sector to 
map the services available to support victims of child abuse. That collaboration will establish duplications or 
gaps in service specifically for child abuse victims and allow the commissioner to make recommendations to 
government that address shortfalls in service. 
As I have said, the committee recommends the expansion of the children’s commissioner’s complaint monitoring 
function, with the aim of developing the capacity of the child protection system to respond to disclosures of 
abuse. The children’s commissioner has a legislated responsibility to monitor trends and complaints, allowing 
the office to gain a strategic view of the situation. That would be of assistance to the sector as it develops and 
implements new policies and services. 
A matter of extraordinary concern to the committee is that any discussion about vulnerable children must 
acknowledge the experience of Aboriginal children in Western Australia. That is already in the commissioner’s 
remit, but the committee has gone further in its discussions, based on the evidence presented to it. Appointing 
a dedicated person within the office of the Commissioner for Children and Young People to respond to the 
unique needs and challenges faced by Aboriginal children is important if their voices are to be heard and valued. 
To that end, the committee recommends the appointment of a special adviser or—I underline and put in bold 
letters “or”—consideration be given to appointing a children’s commissioner for Aboriginal children. This issue 
has been raised for as long as the commissioner’s legislation has been debated in this house. It was part of the 
review, but it has still been rejected. This committee finds that it is an essential role. It would add greatly to the 
protection of Aboriginal children if the commissioner was resourced appropriately to appoint such a person. 
The other recommendations in “Everybody’s Business” that I have mentioned are directed towards strengthening 
specific aspects of how agencies might better protect children from abuse and respond when disclosures of abuse 
are made and where policy and services can be improved. 
I would like to thank all those people who gave evidence to the committee as it prepared this report. On several 
occasions, individuals came forward and shared their stories and provided the committee with important 
firsthand evidence of the ongoing impact of child abuse on survivors. This was often a painful and 
extraordinarily confronting journey for this committee. I would also like to say that our committee ranges from 
members such as Hon Robyn McSweeney, who has vast experience in the child protection sector; me; 
Hon Sally Talbot, who has vast experience in the Legislative Council’s processes and is a very talented woman 
in her own right; and Eleni Evangel, MLA, member for Perth. We have a very wide range of experiences. Some 
are extremely experienced in these issues and others are addressing them for the first time. It was challenging. 
I would also like to thank the many community sector providers that contributed to this inquiry. These 
organisations and people step up when government is either unable or unwilling to. 
Finally, I would like to thank my fellow committee members, as I have just outlined, for their contributions 
during the inquiry. I must make special acknowledgement of our hardworking committee support persons, 
Ms Renee Gould and Ms Vanessa Beckingham, who worked tirelessly to put this report together. In recent 
weeks, we also had the support of Mathew Bates who stepped in to ensure that the report was printed on time 
and came to the house today. 
This has been an exceptional opportunity to look at a very complex system with, if you like, some naive and 
some experienced eyes, and to work together on what would be the best contribution that our Western Australian 
children’s commissioner should and can make to improve the child protection system in Western Australia.  
MS E. EVANGEL (Perth) [10.19 am]: The tabling of the report “Everybody’s Business: An examination into 
how the Commissioner for Children and Young People can enhance WA’s response to child abuse” is the result 
of a significant body of work undertaken by the Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children 
and Young People. It included 35 public hearings, 35 submissions and 28 briefings with key agencies, resulting 
in the report’s 21 findings and eight recommendations. 
By way of background, in November 2011 the government appointed retired Supreme Court judge 
Hon Peter Blaxell to undertake a special inquiry into the response of government agencies and officials to 
allegations of sexual abuse at St Andrew’s Hostel, which was the residential care facility for children attending 
Katanning Senior High School. In doing so, it was noted that the inquiry was established because of the 
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emergence of information that certain public officials had been made aware of Mr McKenna’s suspected 
behaviour over the 15-year period but nothing was done. As hostel warden between 1975 and 1990, 
Dennis McKenna and his brother Neil McKenna, the senior male supervisor between 1985 and 1990, committed 
serious offences of sexual abuse against children in their care and were convicted for their crimes—
Dennis McKenna for crimes committed between 1977 and 1990 and Neil McKenna for crimes against a female 
student in 1991. The underlying question in this inquiry was: why were these crimes able to carry on for so many 
years and where did our agencies and officials fail our children? 
Blaxell’s special inquiry report “St Andrew’s Hostel Katanning: How the system and society failed our 
children”, tabled in September 2012, makes a number of findings. However, of particular interest is the point 
made that the aftermath of a complaint may cause more damage to a child victim than the abuse itself. Blaxell 
went on to say that the best way to overcome this terrible situation is to provide the child with support, and this 
notion helped form recommendation 2 of the Blaxell inquiry, which in turn was the focus of consideration for 
this committee’s inquiry and refers to the development of a robust child-focused central complaints system for 
any complaint concerning child abuse, regardless of the public sector agency that the matter relates to. It is 
referred to as a one-stop shop for any complaint concerning child abuse. 
The government accepted all the recommendations of the Blaxell inquiry report and named the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People as the preferred body to fulfil the one-stop-shop complaints role. 
A statutory review of the Commissioner for Children and Young People Act refined this role into a child abuse 
complaints support role and Blaxell’s recommendation 2, and was captured in recommendation 12 of the 
statutory review. The committee instigated its own examination into how this complaints role should operate and 
recommended that the best way for the WA children’s commissioner to help protect children from abuse or to 
support their journey to recovery as survivors is through an enhanced education and outreach role to increase 
awareness about child abuse matters; the creation of a central online portal that hosts information about services, 
advice, emerging issues and best practice for responding to child abuse; and an expanded complaints monitoring 
function to allow the children’s commissioner to monitor complaints made by an adult on behalf of a child and 
complaints made about services provided to children by public sector agencies and the non-government sector. 
In line with the committee’s views, most submissions to the inquiry rejected the idea of the commissioner 
receiving individual complaints and the referral of individual complaints. It was widely noted that the logistics of 
such a task would make it impossible under current resourcing arrangements, would impact on the ability of the 
commissioner to provide education, outreach, advocacy and other essential services, and would duplicate the 
work performed by other agencies and some of the administrative issues that may arise. The commissioner’s 
views are reflected in finding 13 of the inquiry, which states — 

The Committee finds that it is not appropriate for the Commissioner for Children and Young People to 
provide a specified child abuse complaints support function that consists of directly receiving and 
referring allegations of child abuse. 

I draw attention to the evidence provided by former CEO of the Youth Affairs Council of Western Australia 
Mr Craig Comrie, who reinforced these views. 
As I mentioned earlier, Mr Blaxell refers to a “child’s friend” who supports a child or young person to negotiate 
the services and supports available to them and provides consistent, ongoing personalised support. The need for 
such a friend was highlighted in one public hearing with the victim of horrific child sexual abuse over a number 
of years starting at a very early age. In disclosing her abuse, she told the committee of her compelling journey 
following the disclosure, describing departmental and court processes at times as traumatic, and the impact that 
certain individuals and/or officials had on her self-esteem and ability to navigate the process and system. For 
example, something as simple as the way a judge looked at her in a court hearing sent her spiralling into the 
depths of depression, whereas she credits her ultimate survival largely to a police officer who provided 
personalised support and offered great kindness and compassion throughout the process. 
At page 5 of the children’s commissioner’s submission 9D of 31 March 2016, he recognised that there was a gap 
in the provision of an advocacy and support service for children and young people who had been victims of 
abuse or neglect, and adopted the term “advocacy and support service” rather than the “child’s friend”, as 
referred to by Blaxell. The commissioner indicated that the office is currently investigating a model of advocacy 
and support services and submitted that, consistent with the committee’s view, the George Jones Child Advocacy 
Centre is the closest WA model that falls in line with Blaxell’s child-friendly one-stop shop, and additionally 
identifies Coram Voice in the UK as another model of particular interest. Along with the need for investment to 
establish an individual advocacy and support service, the commissioner noted that considerable investment in 
support services like Kids Helpline should be increased in WA, especially to assist children in remote areas. 
In relation to the provision of education and outreach in recommendation 12, the committee supports the 
prioritisation of the needs of Aboriginal children and vulnerable or disadvantaged children, and recognises the 
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benefits of having within the office an expert or commissioner of Aboriginal background. Additionally, it is 
important to note finding 18, which states — 

The Committee finds that the Commissioner for Children and Young People should provide appropriate 
and accessible education and outreach assistance about child abuse matters to all vulnerable children 
and their families within the state, and not only to those children in the care of a government agency or 
service provider. 

Protecting our children and young people is everybody’s business, and I would like to acknowledge the recently 
appointed children’s commissioner, Mr Colin Pettit. Mr Pettit has a big job ahead. However, in the brief time he 
has been in this role, he has demonstrated skills, dedication and commitment to his responsibilities ahead. I am 
sure this joint standing committee report will provide further framework to be adopted and implemented for the 
benefit of all children and young people in WA. 
In conclusion, I would like to thank the committee staff, principal research officer, Ms Renee Gould, and 
research officer, Ms Vanessa Beckingham, for their amazing work and, additionally, my fellow committee 
members, the chair, Ms Lisa Baker; deputy chair, Ms Robyn McSweeney, MLC; and committee member, 
Hon Sally Talbot, MLC. Of most importance, I would like to extend my sincere gratitude to all those who gave 
evidence throughout the course of this inquiry. 
Although we have come leaps and bounds since the Katanning days, the report “Everybody’s Business: An 
examination into how the Commissioner for Children and Young People can enhance WA’s response to child 
abuse” provides tremendous scope for improving the lives of children and young people, and this is absolutely 
everybody’s business. 
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