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JOINT STANDING COMMITTEE ON THE COMMISSIONER 
FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE 

Eighth Report — “2015–16 Annual Report” — Tabling 
MS L.L. BAKER (Maylands) [10.55 am]: I present for tabling the eighth report of the Joint Standing 
Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People, titled “2015–16 Annual Report”. 
[See paper 4854.] 
Ms L.L. BAKER: This, of course, is the last report that my committee will table to the thirty-ninth Parliament. 
Therefore, I want to take this opportunity to thank the incredible team who has got us through the last four years. 
This committee is an unusual one with an unusual role. It has an oversight role and monitors, reviews and reports 
on the exercise of the functions of the independent statutory authority called the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People. This is only the second term that this committee has been in existence. The committee members 
have had to think about how we would conduct that role and find the most efficient and effective way of 
proceeding that would have the maximum impact on supporting children and the work of the commissioner. 
Just in case I run out of time, I want to start by thanking the talented team who got us through the four years on 
this committee. I shall start with Renee Gould and Vanessa Beckingham, who spent the majority of that four 
years working with the committee members as we collected information, took evidence and drafted reports. They 
are remarkable women and we owe them much gratitude for the journey that we have all been on together which, 
at times, was a traumatic one because of the nature of the subject that we continued to investigate for most of the 
last two years—namely, the sexual assault of children. At the end of the committee’s four-year term, 
Mathew Bates put up his hand and helped it compile its most substantial report, “Everybody’s Business: An 
examination into how the Commissioner for Children and Young People can enhance WA’s response to child 
abuse”, which I will talk about in some detail. I thank Mathew for his input into getting “Everyone’s Business” 
completed and published. 
I will start by doing the standard thing and refer to our annual report. It reflects the committee’s activities from 
1 July 2015 to 30 June 2016. The children’s commissioner has, during this time, continued to undertake important 
work in a number of areas that are crucial to the health and wellbeing of children in Western Australia. There were 
two commissioners—originally the acting commissioner Ms Jenni Perkins and, from November 2015, there was 
a new substantive appointment to the role of commissioner, Mr Colin Pettit. I will also mention from the 
commissioner’s office, the acting director of policy and research, Trish Heath, who has continued to support both 
the committee, when it had questions, and the commissioner in an extremely professional manner. All the staff in 
the commissioner’s office should be congratulated for the hard work and dedication that they bring in looking for 
innovative ways in which to meet the needs of children and young people. 
My committee saw a growing trend during the last 12 months in targeted research being conducted by the 
commissioner. That research provides information about specific, key groups of children who may be vulnerable 
or disadvantaged. A key objective of the commissioner’s work is for his office to give priority and have special 
regard to the needs and interests of such children. My committee was very pleased to observe the commissioner 
undertake this work and encourages this type of focused action research to continue in the future. 
Back in 2014, then acting commissioner Jenni Perkins commenced the largest consultation with Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander children and young people ever undertaken in Western Australia, and the report that 
resulted, “Listen To Us: Using the views of WA Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people 
to improve policy and service delivery”, was tabled during this reporting time—in August 2015. The report 
provides a successful avenue for hearing the voices of young children who were interviewed. The committee 
promoted this important work in 2015 by reviewing the report and tabling its findings in Parliament. My 
committee wished to see an improvement in consultation with Aboriginal children to improve service delivery so 
that measurable gains in the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal children and young people could be achieved. 
The committee made a number of recommendations to this effect to government and the commissioner, and we 
maintain the view that those recommendations should be implemented. The committee is aware that the 
commissioner has employed an Aboriginal engagement officer since July 2016, and we recognise that this is 
a significant step, but only a significant first step. 
Another target of consultation conducted by the Commissioner for Children and Young People was with 
300 children and young people from culturally linguistically diverse backgrounds who were asked what was 
important to them. A subsequent report called “Children and Young People from Culturally and Linguistically 
Diverse Backgrounds Speak Out” was released in February 2016. It was designed to be an important resource for 
agencies that support this group of children and young people. Then in October 2016, the commissioner’s most 
recent report was released entitled “Speaking Out About Raising Concerns in Care”. The outcomes are intended 
to directly inform improvement in how children and young people in care voice their concerns about the care 
they are getting. As half of all children and young people in care are Aboriginal, the processes that are in place 
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for raising their concerns must be culturally appropriate. With more than 4 500 young Western Australians now 
in the care of the state, it is urgent that our system properly supports and protects the welfare of those children. 
Our committee is encouraged that the commissioner has continued to conduct this type of targeted research and 
intends to do so into the future. I mention here the report that was tabled recently in this Parliament, 
“Everybody’s Business: An examination into how the Commissioner for Children and Young People can 
enhance WA’s response to child abuse”. That report, to which the government responded on Tuesday this week, 
calls for the appointment of a commissioner for Aboriginal children and young people. Although the 
government’s response acknowledges the role the commissioner has in servicing this group of children and 
young people, I am disappointed—in fact, I should say that I am bitterly disappointed—that the government in 
its response to this committee has chosen not to support fully and recognise the needs of Aboriginal children and 
young people. It merely noted that recommendation and has not committed to putting any further resourcing into 
it. The commissioner’s office is clearly not in a position to suddenly find funding for an assistant commissioner. 
Other jurisdictions in other states of Australia and around the world have appointed similar roles to take care of 
their Indigenous children and young people. I am very saddened that this government, in what may be its dying 
months, has chosen not to accept the committee’s recommendation. 
I was smiling as I listened to the previous speakers on the Economics and Industry Standing Committee report. 
I was quite amazed, in fact, because my committee members all got on screamingly well too, but we never had 
any problems in reaching decisions. We had robust discussion, particularly over this particular recommendation 
because it is not something that perhaps a conservative political position would naturally come to at the outset. 
Indeed, we all recognise the need for mainstream services to be culturally appropriate for everyone, but by the 
end of our discussions and by the end of a long time of looking at this work, all of us agreed that what is required 
is a significant investment to ensure the future of Aboriginal children and young people. There is simply not 
forthcoming a commitment on this from the government. 
I will speak a bit more about the government’s response to the report, but I want to continue talking about the 
key things that my committee sought to achieve in this term. I suppose there were four key drivers for my 
committee. In my mind, the first and perhaps the most effective is, out of all the reports and research that the 
office of the commissioner does—it has been amazing to see the amount of research that comes out of such 
a small team—and all the recommendations it has made, how has that changed the lives of children and young 
people? What has been affected? What changes have occurred? What has the government done in response? 
What has the non-government sector done in response? Indeed, where are the indicators that show that we 
protect children and that we care for them any better than we did 20 years ago? That was the number one driver 
for me. Number two would be: What has changed? Where can we identify the changes and the improvements in 
the system? Thirdly, as I have already mentioned, the highest priority should be afforded to Aboriginal children 
and young people. The allocation of additional resources is well justified by their vulnerability and disadvantage 
in our state. Finally, what should the commissioner’s role be around the very sensitive and complex area of 
sexual abuse, physical abuse and emotional abuse of children? What role can the office play and how can it 
improve the health of children? 
They were the four points that I personally wanted to see our committee try to focus on. When considering the 
government’s response to our most recent report, “Everybody’s Business”, I am very proud. I have been on 
committees now for eight years and I am very proud to see that this committee’s work on that report has returned 
some very positive responses from the government. Although they are all “note”, “note”, “note”, “note”, we 
made only seven recommendations. I will go through quickly a synopsis of what the Liberal–National 
government has said about my committee’s key recommendations to better protect children from abuse. 
The first recommendation is — 

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. 

Again, that is noted. The reference to this that I was most interested in seeing is the role of private specialists. 
The committee was dismayed and deeply concerned to hear evidence that a number of specialists in 
Western Australia are providing therapeutic services for child sexual abuse victims, but refusing to accept 
referrals for children in care. That is one of the key issues that underpinned that first recommendation. I am 
disappointed that the government seems to have missed that issue from its response. The commission 
wholeheartedly agrees with the recommendations the committee put forward, and I understand it has given 
advice to the Attorney General to that end. However, I see that although there is a positive response to 
recommendation 1 in the report, no commitment is given to investigate how to get those in the medical 
profession more on board with this—how to get them more responsive to the needs of children in care. What the 
government is referring to is the current funds and services that it provides to child abuse victims. Of particular 
relevance, the government says, is the review of the community services sector expenditure currently being 
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undertaken by the Department for Child Protection and Family Support that aims to improve service 
effectiveness and efficiency, to incorporate contemporary service design and delivery and to service target 
groups. It includes the support services to support recovery from the effects of abuse. The results of the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People’s mapping of services will inform the outcome of that review. 
I understand that that is what the government thinks is appropriate. I do not think that is enough, and I do not 
think we can ever do enough in this area. There is simply no greater priority that we as Western Australians 
should have than protecting the children and young people in our community. 
A second recommendation that we made to the government was that the Minister for Education required the 
Department of Education to report annually on the extent, and I would also say the quality, of protective 
behaviours education being delivered within each school. I am somewhat puzzled to see that the government has 
noted that recommendation, and then gone on to say that the Department of Education is doing it for us. The 
department certainly was not doing it before we made this recommendation, so I am delighted to congratulate the 
director general of Education for committing to the Department of Education implementing mechanisms to 
ensure that Western Australian public schools report on the extent of protected behaviours education being 
delivered in the schools. That is a big tick. As far as I can see, that is not noting; it is something that this 
government has actually done. I am very proud that my committee was able to activate the Department of 
Education to undertake that work. 

Recommendation 3 states — 

That the Children’s Commissioner’s office be appropriately resourced to appoint a person who — 

As I said earlier — 

is either a special advisor on matters concerning Aboriginal children and young people, or to consider 
appointing an additional Commissioner for Aboriginal children. 

I have already said that although the government has noted this recommendation, no funds that I can see have 
been forthcoming and no commitment has been made to this very vital area. That is appalling. That is not okay. 
That should have been something that was done, and I look forward to the next budget when I am hoping the 
commissioner will put his hand up for an additional resource to build the level of that. I am not saying that an 
Aboriginal engagement officer is not a good thing; indeed, it is. I am saying that we want someone at the highest 
level we can possibly get. I think that deserves funding. 

Recommendation 4 states — 

The Children’s Commissioner must develop an education and outreach role to increase awareness about 
child abuse matters, including prevention. This must extend beyond the Child Protection Sector to 
include parents and children and, most importantly, the broader community. 

Again, the government noted that recommendation and then went on to say that it recognises the importance of it 
and that it is currently being delivered in a number of ways. We made quite clear in our report that it is 
inefficient and insufficient. That is a weakness in what I can see of the government’s response. 

The Commissioner for Children and Young People has recently developed his office’s educative role through 
launching a fantastic new project called Child Safe Organisations WA. The project encourages and 
supports organisations in implementing child-safe strategies. But the commissioner needs to do more, and to do 
more he will need funding to expand that role. 

Very quickly, in the three minutes I have left, recommendation 5 states — 

The Commissioner for Children and Young People should develop a single, central online portal, … 

That is absolutely essential. The government has virtually acknowledged that it is a very useful thing to consider. 
Again, no resources are tied to this useful, useful thing. We are talking about the abuse of children and the 
prevention of children being abused. We are talking about children in our community being saved. At the 
moment, there is a patchwork over child protection, and it is not comprehensive. There are gaps, and we have 
pointed out where those gaps are. It is simply not enough to say, “Great idea”; we should be doing it. There is no 
excuse for not doing it. 

Recommendation 6 states — 

That the Commissioner for Children and Young People Act 2006 should be amended to provide for 
a complaints monitoring function that extends to complaints made about services provided to children 
by public sector agencies and non‐government service providers. 

Again, that is for noting. The delay is that it is all waiting for the royal commission to come to an end. As we 
have seen, the royal commission is a creature that, by its very nature, will continue to do its work and grow to 
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some extent. We do not have a final parking point—a get-off point—when that will be completed. I am very, 
very dismayed that we would delay any recommendations to keep children safe on the basis that there is a royal 
commission going on. We need to take action now. 

Recommendation 7 states — 

The Children’s Commissioner should continue to develop a monitoring role with regard to systems 
improvements and capacity … of the Child Protection Sector; particularly to help improve the Sector’s 
response to matters concerning child abuse. 

The government again noted that recommendation, but it seems like the status quo will remain, with no 
movement until the royal commission is over. 

Recommendation 8 states — 

That the Children’s Commissioner work with oversight agencies to clearly map the extent of 
monitoring and oversight of organisations … 

That recommendation was supported, and I am delighted that the government has seen fit to support one out of 
those eight recommendations. 

In the final minutes I have, I really want to thank the committee that did this work with me. My Deputy Chair 
was Hon Robyn McSweeney—a remarkable woman with a remarkable history and experience in this area. At 
the times when we tussled over problems, her experience was invaluable in getting us through. 
Hon Dr Sally Talbot is, again, a remarkably experienced politician who helped us with the process. I thank 
Eleni Evangel so much for all she brought to the committee. 

MS E. EVANGEL (Perth) [11.15 am]: This report reflects the Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner 
for Children and Young People’s activities for the period 1 July 2015 to 30 June 2016, and includes an 
examination on the current and future areas of work of the children’s commissioner. The main function of the 
commissioner is to advocate for the health and wellbeing of children and young people in this state. The 
commissioner raises awareness and provides guidance to government about what children and young people 
need, providing crucial understanding to help government design policies and services that will be of most 
benefit to children, many of whom are amongst the most vulnerable people in our society. The committee’s role 
in this process is to ensure that the commissioner is performing the functions under the act in a way that serves 
the children and young people of WA best. Given the important task, I would like to take this opportunity to 
highlight the work that this joint committee has undertaken. 

As many know, the children’s commissioner is an independent statutory authority. Under the commissioner’s act 
there is only limited ministerial oversight, so the oversight role of the committee is essential. It provides for the 
committee to examine in detail and report to Parliament on the work of the children’s commissioner. This helps 
ensure the work is achieving good outcomes for all children and young people in Western Australia. To help it 
perform its role, the committee has fostered a collaborative approach with the commissioner. In addition, it has 
regularly sought the views of key agencies and expert individuals to satisfy itself about the benefits of the 
commissioner’s work. At times the committee has recommended a particular direction to the commissioner, and 
it is to the credit of the relationship between the commissioner and the committee that the commissioner has 
been responsive to the committee’s advice. A recent example of this responsiveness is demonstrated by the 
reaction of the commissioner, Mr Colin Pettit, to the committee’s most recent report titled 
“Everybody’s Business” that was tabled in this place in June 2016. In the report the committee recommends 
ways in which the commissioner, the government and the community can better safeguard children and help 
protect them from abuse. The report stemmed from an exhaustive inquiry process, and the recommendations 
were clearly considered. The commissioner congratulated the committee on the result and subsequently wrote to 
government indicating his approval for the committee’s recommendations for his role. The government’s 
response to this report was tabled two days ago—on Tuesday, 8 November. 

The government also supports the intent of the committee’s recommendations; a number of important 
developments will result from the committee’s work. For example, from 2017 all schools in WA will be required 
to deliver developmentally appropriate protective behaviours in education, and all government schools will be 
required to report on the extent of this education being delivered in schools. The commissioner will perform 
a mapping exercise on the current services available to support victims of the abuse, in order to inform the 
government about gaps in these services. The commissioner and the government have agreed to examine the 
level of monitoring of organisations that provide services to children, in order to reveal gaps that may exist in 
this scrutiny. These processes and other recommendations in the committee’s report will enhance the strength of 
the overall child protection sector in this state, assisting government and community organisations. It will help 
ensure that children are better protected against abuse. This is a strong endorsement for the work of the 
committee, and the relevance of this work should be noted. 
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As to the future work of the commissioner, I would like to see the commissioner develop the educative role of 
the office so that the community and government can better understand what matters most to children. This will 
help services to be designed in a way that addresses these needs. These improved services will in turn promote 
better health and wellbeing outcomes for children and young people in the state. I would also like the 
commissioner to continue to engage in targeted research about specific groups of vulnerable children, such as 
homeless youth—an issue I am particularly concerned about—and to continue to work in greater collaboration 
with government and non-government partners so that the problems these vulnerable groups of children face can 
be quickly addressed. 

On a final note, I would like to thank my fellow committee members: our Chair, Ms Lisa Baker, member for 
Maylands, for her tireless work and commitment to the committee—you’ve been a fabulous Chair! I thank also 
the members from the other place—Hon Robyn McSweeney and Hon Dr Sally Talbot—for their incredible 
work. I would also like to take this opportunity to acknowledge the dedication and support of the committee’s 
principal research officer, Ms Renee Gould, and research officer, Ms Vanessa Beckingham. I also take the 
opportunity to thank Mr Mathew Bates for his work, particularly towards the end of committee’s term, after 
coming in. It was really quite invaluable. 
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