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Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People — Fourth Report —  
“Annual Report 2009–2010” 

Resumed from 16 September 2010. 

Motion 
Hon NICK GOIRAN: I move — 

That the report be noted. 

I rise for the second time during this session to enthusiastically contribute to the consideration of committee 
reports. Again I thank the Leader of the House for allowing us a satisfactory period of time to consider this, as I 
note had he not done so we might not have had an opportunity to fulsomely consider this very important report 
before us.  

The Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People is a very important 
committee. Sometimes people wonder what this committee does. That question has been asked of me on more 
than one occasion. Fortunately, I do not chair that committee—that committee is very well chaired by my 
colleague the member for Kingsley, Andrea Mitchell. I will get to a couple of very important points that are 
before the committee for consideration at the moment. In doing so, and in noting the report, we need to consider 
that the matter before us is the “Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People 
Annual Report 2009–10”. The committee was very busy during that time. It regularly consults with the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People, Ms Michelle Scott. I am sure members will be aware that that 
happened on a number of occasions because they have all read the annual report! A number of deliberative 
meetings, public hearings and briefings were held with the commissioner. During that time the committee also 
undertook some travel throughout the Kimberley—specifically to Broome, Fitzroy Crossing and the Dampier 
Peninsula—to visit and investigate a number of Indigenous communities. During that 12-month period the 
committee tabled two reports. The annual report for 2008–09 was tabled in September 2009 and the review of 
the 2008–09 annual report of the Commissioner for Children and Young People was tabled in the Legislative 
Assembly and the Legislative Council on 22 April 2010. The reports found that the commissioner had exercised 
the functions required by the act. However, there was uncertainty, given that clause 3 of schedule 1 of the act, 
which transfers the responsibility for administering the working with children checks from the CEO to the 
commissioner, remains in the legislation but has not been proclaimed. 

At this juncture I will make a couple of remarks regarding the working with children checks. The minister might 
have something to say about that shortly. The Commissioner for Children and Young People Act says that the 
responsibility for administering the working with children checks ought to lie with the commissioner. Members 
may be aware that this committee has previously recommended against transferring that responsibility. From 
discussions between the Attorney General and the Minister for Child Protection, I understand that they concur 
with that particular point but that the matter remains with the Department for Child Protection. However, I have 
been considering the issue of conflict of interest recently, particularly after discussing it with people from other 
jurisdictions such as Queensland and Victoria, and as far abroad as England and Scotland. Although I have not 
come to a definitive position in my own mind on this issue, I have started to wonder whether this particular 
responsibility is best placed with the Department for Child Protection. There is no question, as I understand it, 
that the Department for Child Protection is doing an excellent job in this area; no-one is questioning that. That 
point was made during a recent public hearing with the Commissioner for Children and Young People. The 
reason I am pondering the matter is that I can foresee, theoretically, that there could be a conflict of interest in 
the event that the Department for Child Protection needed to administer the working with children checks and 
the people who work within the department themselves had to apply for those checks in certain circumstances. I 
wonder whether an independent agency might be a better organisation to do that, which would remove any 
potential conflict of interest. As I said, certainly in the discussions that I have had, no conflict of interest issue 
has arisen, so I emphasise that the department has been doing an outstanding job on administering the working 
with children checks, which seems to be reflected in the comments made by the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People in our most recent public hearing. I thought I would share that matter with members at this point 
because it is something that I am considering in the course of my contribution to the committee. It seems that the 
general consensus is that the status quo is very satisfactory. I understand that the Attorney General tabled a 
report in August last year advising that a statutory review of that legislation will be forthcoming shortly. 

In the remaining time I have, I want to make note of a couple of other things in the annual report, in particular 
the work in progress at the time. Firstly, in order to better gauge the commissioner’s approach to her role of 
exercising the functions required by law, the committee will review the activities of similar commissioners in 
other jurisdictions. This will also build upon information gathered by previous members of this committee 
during the committee’s previous visit to New South Wales, which I was not part of. At the time of drafting this 
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report, nearly 12 months ago, the committee had resolved to go to Melbourne and Wellington to meet with the 
respective children’s commissioners and their relevant agencies, which has obviously since occurred and will 
form part of the annual report, which the committee will table some time before 30 September.  

It is important to note that during that period, the committee reviewed the Commissioner for Children and Young 
People’s annual report 2009–10. This review specifically involved a public hearing with the commissioner and 
examination of issues flagged in the last report and new matters. Also in a public hearing with the commissioner 
during the period in question, she indicated that she would conduct an inquiry examining the full range of 
primary, secondary and tertiary interventions that may be required to strengthen the mental health and wellbeing 
of children and young people. Of course, as members will be aware, that inquiry has since concluded and the 
report tabled, and I understand it has been well received. The members of the committee, certainly at the time of 
tabling the report, were committed not only to examining how the Commissioner for Children and Young People 
exercises the functions required by law, but also to working towards better understanding the functions 
themselves with regard to what the role is intended to accomplish. With that, I commend the report to the house.  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: I would like to make a few comments on the Joint Standing Committee on the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People, chaired very ably by Andrea Mitchell and, as members have just 
heard, represented by Hon Nick Goiran. The children’s commissioner has a wide-ranging brief to look at all 
children and young people in Western Australia. Just recently, she tabled a profile of children and young people 
in WA. The report is the first publication arising from the wellbeing monitoring framework project developed by 
the office of the commissioner. The project provides a picture of the wellbeing of Western Australian children 
and young people. The data is primarily drawn from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, and the commissioner 
intends to update this data regularly.  

In the report, children and young people are classified as zero to 18 years of age; internationally, as zero to 
11 years, and youth as 12 to 25 years. As Minister for Youth I was particularly interested in this report. 
Currently, we have 538 963 children in WA aged between zero and 17 years. The number of babies born in WA 
over the past 10 years has increased by 24 per cent, which is impacting on our policy development; 40.7 per cent 
of the Aboriginal population is younger than 18 years; 63 per cent of two and three-year-olds attend some type of 
child care; four in 10 humanitarian entrants are children and young people; and the number of children and 
young people will increase by 64 per cent in the next 45 years. The figures are from the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics. The zero to 17 years figure of 538 963 is 23.5 per cent of our population and 10.5 per cent of 
Australia’s population. I think it is the fourth highest number of all the states. The number of children and young 
people in Western Australia increased by 55 154 between 2000 and 2010, so that is 11.4 per cent in a decade. 
The strongest increase, 21.5 per cent, was amongst the early childhood ages of zero to four, which was a result of 
the increase in the birth rate. I can even break this down a lot further. In the age group zero to four, in 2000 we 
had 127 215 children, and in 2010, as I have just said, we had 154 511. Of five to 12-year-olds we have at the 
moment 231 471, and of 13 to 17-year-olds we have 152 981. That is a total of 538 963 zero to 17-year-olds. 

I found these figures very interesting, because not only are we the fourth highest of any state, but also when the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People, Michelle Scott, did this report, she broke down the figures into 
all the regions of Western Australia as well as metropolitan. The number of children in south east metropolitan is 
83 477; south west metro, 84 205; east metropolitan, 67 033; north metropolitan, 120 139; and central 
metropolitan, 26 480. That is a total of 381 334 in metropolitan Western Australia. In the south west, we have 
59 769; lower Great Southern, 14 434; upper Great Southern, 4 871; midlands, 13 444; south eastern, 16 297; 
central, 17 150; Pilbara, 13 313; and the Kimberley, 9 779. That totals 149 057 in regional Western Australia, so 
the children’s commissioner certainly has her work cut out for her. 

I found these figures very interesting, because I had never seen them in the one document before. Usually one 
has to go searching for figures when one wants the birth figures, or one has to trawl through the ABS statistics. 
For the number of births and fertility rates across regions in WA in 2009, in the south west there were 3 082 
births; lower Great Southern, 723; upper Great Southern, 277; midlands, 716; south eastern, 1 045; central, 981; 
Pilbara, 949; and the Kimberley, 657. Therefore, the total regional figure was 8 430 babies, and Perth 
metropolitan area was 22 394. The median age of mothers in regional areas is 28.7 years, while in Perth it is 30.8 
years, so that is pretty exact data. 

When we look at Aboriginal births to mothers aged from 15 to 19 years, there are 505; 20 to 24 years, 770; 25 to 
29 years, 583; 30 to 34 years, 361; and 35 to 39 years, 159. When we look at the non-Aboriginal births to 
mothers aged from 15 to 19 years, there are 1 009; 20 to 24 years, 4 175; 25 to 29 years, 7 894; 30 to 34 years, 
9 141; and 35 to 39 years, 5 200. So, as I said, there are some very interesting statistics.  

Aboriginal children in Western Australia make up 5.8 per cent of the number, and if we break that down, from 
zero to four years, there are 8 811; five to 12 years, there are 13 837; and from 13 to 17 years there are 8 425. 
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The total of Aboriginal children aged from zero to 17 years is 31 073. I have gone through the total of all 
children in that age group before.  

More than one in 10 children and young people in WA were born overseas. In Australia the number of children 
aged zero to 17 years is 442 942. The number born in the United Kingdom, Channel Islands and Isle of Man is 
15 344; New Zealand, 6 227; South Africa, 5 556; Malaysia, 2 170; Indonesia, 1 650; US, 1 468; India, 1 299; 
China, 980; and those born elsewhere is 14 894. The total of all overseas-born children is 54 866. I found that to 
be a very interesting statistic.  

Also, in looking at languages spoken at home for children aged zero to 17 years, I think many of us take it for 
granted that English is spoken at home, but the number of children who speak a language other than English at 
home is 43 379. English certainly is not their first language. 

I will read the statistics for our humanitarian entrants to Western Australia between the age of zero to 17 years. 
The number of children from Myanmar aged zero to four years is 61; those aged five to 12 years is 94; and those 
aged 13 to 17 years is 43.  

[Member’s time expired.] 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN: I call the Minister for Child Protection. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: While I have the floor, I may as well finish it off! 

The number of children aged zero to four years from Afghanistan is 10; Iraq, 16; Sudan, 16; Ethiopia, five; and, 
other is 36. I will not go through all of it; that was just to give members a bit of snapshot.  

I was very pleased to see that the figure for Christian faith children aged zero to 17 years is 56.5 per cent, which 
is 270 498. I am one of these people who believe religion is very important. That is my personal viewpoint, and 
not one that I put to everybody else; it is just my personal opinion.  

In 2009–10 there were 277 000 families with one or more children aged zero to 17 years, and, of those, 81.9 per 
cent are couple families that are intact, step-blended or other, and 17.3 per cent are one-parent families. I found 
that really interesting, because in Western Australia I think we are portrayed a lot of the time as being single-
parent families, yet this result shows that 81.9 per cent are couple families that are intact. So, it is a bit of a 
furphy that there are many, many, many single parents; there actually are not.  

But getting back to the committee that looks at the activities of the children’s commissioner, I am sure it will 
find this report very interesting. This was tabled in the thirty-eighth Parliament on 16 September last year. It has 
nearly been 12 months since this report was tabled. I note that the committee states in the report that it is going to 
take an interest in what the commissioner is doing around Western Australia. The commissioner, Michelle Scott, 
certainly is getting around Western Australia and meeting with a lot of our young people. In fact, she brought a 
young person who was the commissioner for a day, Codee-Lee, into my office just last week and we had a talk. 
Codee-Lee was very concerned about alcohol use by her peers in her age group. She is a lovely young lady who 
is a country and western singer. I enjoyed very much meeting her. 

I note that the committee has hosted a visit to Parliament House by a group of students and staff. The students 
had participated in the children’s jury at the Perth International Arts Festival. That visit was an opportunity for 
the commissioner and the committee to acknowledge the contributions of students and staff. For those people 
who were not in the previous Parliament, it was Hon Barbara Scott who wanted to see a children’s commissioner 
in Western Australia. The other states had them. She went on a worldwide trip to look at and investigate 
children’s commissioners and what they did. It really is a credit to her that we have a children’s commissioner. 

I note that Hon Nick Goiran mentioned the working with children checks. In Western Australia they are indeed 
done by the Department for Child Protection. We have done nearly 300 000 checks of people who want to work 
with children and we have found a percentage of negative notices. Those checks are very thorough. It would not 
matter whether a person worked at Parliament House, in the Department for Child Protection or wherever; those 
checks are very, very thorough. No-one is given any favourable treatment. I know that Hon Nick Goiran did not 
say that; nor was it his intention to say that. But it is in the act that the working with children office go into the 
office of the children’s commissioner. Because it works very effectively in the Department for Child Protection, 
there is certainly no will on my part to move it out of the Department for Child Protection. The committee can 
certainly have a look at the working with children office and how it works. I offer that to committee members, 
because they will be as impressed as I am with the work that the staff of that office do. 

I thank the committee for the work it does. I also thank Michelle Scott, the children’s commissioner, for the 
report that she has just put out. I think if people get hold of that report, they will be pleasantly surprised at how 
many children we have in Western Australia. The work that is being done is certainly work that a children’s 
commissioner should be doing. I am certainly glad that we have a committee that looks at what the children’s 
commissioner is doing and sees that she is adhering to the act. I think that is a very good way to go.  



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Wednesday, 31 August 2011] 

 p6444b-6447a 
Hon Nick Goiran; Hon Robyn McSweeney 

 [4] 

Question put and passed.  
 


