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Select Committee into Elder Abuse — Final Report — 
“‘I never thought it would happen to me’: When trust is broken” — Motion 

Resumed from 20 February on the following motion moved by Hon Nick Goiran — 

That the report be noted. 

Hon NICK GOIRAN: I rise to speak to the ongoing consideration of this important report, the one and only report 
produced by the Select Committee into Elder Abuse. The report was tabled in September last year and the chamber 
has had a few opportunities to consider it. At the outset this afternoon, I thank Hon Alison Xamon, who was the 
deputy chair of that committee, for drawing to my attention yesterday evening the passing of Karen Merrin who 
I understood had a long battle with cancer. I was unaware of Karen’s passing until the honourable member made 
her member’s statement yesterday, and I thank her for doing so. I will indicate to the chamber that I did not have 
a long history with Karen, but certainly during the course of the 12-month inquiry by the Select Committee into 
Elder Abuse we had a number of interactions, all of which, I must say, were immensely positive. Of the little 
I knew of Karen Merrin, she struck me as an authentic individual who was incredibly pleasant to deal with in every 
interaction that I had with her. Karen and her organisation, the Northern Suburbs Community Legal Centre, were 
very important witnesses to our committee inquiry, not the least of which because they continued to be on the front 
line assisting people who had been subjected to elder abuse. In those few moments that I have had, I want to join 
and associate myself with the remarks that Hon Alison Xamon made last night and pass on my condolences to 
Karen’s family and friends on what was the surprising and sad news that I heard yesterday evening. 

I must now move on to further consider the report before the chamber titled “‘I never thought it would happen to me’: 
When trust is broken”. It is indeed timely that we should be considering this report today, on 20 March 2019, 
because today is the day after the federal government announced its national plan into elder abuse. This 
announcement was made yesterday. For the benefit of members, it includes this document here titled “National Plan 
to Respond to the Abuse of Older Australians (Elder Abuse) 2019–2023”. This 32-page document announced and 
released yesterday has been endorsed by the Council of Attorneys-General. If members have had the opportunity 
to read this document, which was released yesterday, it is clear that all governments in our Federation agree that 
we must act now to do more to reduce the prevalence of elder abuse. The time for talk has long passed and it is the 
time now for action. This plan is the genesis of that call to action. 

Although the federal government announcement of the national plan to respond to elder abuse was being made 
yesterday—which has been endorsed by governments of all persuasions across the nation—in a gesture of the 
greatest irony, our government yesterday decided to choose the same day to release a discussion paper on assisted 
suicide. It was released and announced yesterday, on the very same day that we had a national response to elder 
abuse. That discussion paper comprising 53 pages, including appendices and a few blank pages for notes, does not 
once mention elder abuse. It is rather ironic that yesterday, on 19 March 2019, the federal government released the 
“National Plan to Respond to the Abuse of Older Australians (Elder Abuse)” and simultaneously the 
WA government released the “Ministerial Expert Panel on Voluntary Assisted Dying: Discussion Paper”. That 
discussion paper does not once mention the term “elder abuse”. Whichever side of the debate one falls, it is beyond 
me how the government could produce a document on this topic that does not once mention elder abuse. It shows 
the grossest incompetence to produce a document like this without once mentioning elder abuse. This is one of 
numerous concerns that I have about this discussion paper—a discussion paper that will no doubt lead to much 
discussion in this chamber later this year, as is the wish of the government. I simply make this point at this stage: 
it is a gesture of gross irony that the government would choose the very same day as the federal government 
released its national plan to respond to elder abuse, a plan in which WA had a lead role in participating. 

If members get the opportunity to look at this national plan on elder abuse, they will see that the federal government 
has understandably utilised the World Health Organization’s definition of “elder abuse”. This definition has also 
been incorporated and supported by the Select Committee into Elder Abuse in one of its findings pursuant to its 
terms of reference. The World Health Organization has defined “elder abuse” as — 

“a single, or repeated act, or lack of appropriate action, occurring within any relationship where there is 
an expectation of trust which causes harm or distress to an older person”. 

Members may be aware that in 2017, the Australian Law Reform Commission produced a report titled 
“Elder Abuse—A National Legal Response”. It recommended that all governments work together to develop 
a national plan to combat abuse of older people. It is interesting that the federal government and the Council of 
Attorneys-General used the phrase “older Australians” or “older people” rather than “elder abuse”. I will tell 
members why the federal government has done that. I draw members’ attention to page 2 of the national plan, 
which states — 

The National Plan refers to ‘abuse of older Australians’ instead of ‘elder abuse’. This is because in 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture the term ‘Elder’ refers to appointed community 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Wednesday, 20 March 2019] 

 p1515b-1517a 
Hon Nick Goiran; Hon Stephen Dawson 

 [2] 

representatives with cultural and other responsibilities. An Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Elder is 
not necessarily an older person. The National Plan is concerned to respond to the abuse of older people, 
as defined by age. Some service providers may still use the term elder abuse as referring to violence 
towards, or abuse or neglect of, an older person. 

Members may also be aware that the Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety was established in 2018. 
The national plan makes the point that it will take time for that royal commission to investigate and report on that 
matter, and that reinforces the need to develop a set of responses. 

The CHAIR: Hon Nick Goiran. 

Hon NICK GOIRAN: The national plan that was released yesterday outlines the five priority areas that have been 
proposed and endorsed by all the governments in Australia. Priority area 1 is entitled “Enhancing our Understanding”. 
The first initiative under that priority is to conduct a national prevalence study on the abuse of older people. It has 
been estimated that every year in Australia, 185 000 older people experience some form of abuse or neglect. If that 
estimate is correct, and the Western Australian population is, let us say, 10 per cent of the nation’s population, that 
indicates that approximately 20 000 older people in Western Australia are experiencing some form of abuse or 
neglect, or are subject to elder abuse. As we have discussed previously when considering this report, elder abuse 
may include emotional and psychological abuse. I have mentioned to members that the elephant in the room is the 
fact that people are scared, through duress or undue influence, into making decisions they would otherwise not 
make. It is for exactly that reason that I am appalled that the ministerial expert panel, in its discussion paper on the 
national plan, did not include one single sentence about psychological and emotional elder abuse. That is 
notwithstanding the fact that the Western Australian government is one of the governments that has endorsed the 
national plan to respond to elder abuse, which indicates that approximately 20 000 Western Australians are subject 
to this form of abuse and neglect. It is open for members of this place, and for the public, to hold a particular view 
on this issue. However, it will be necessary for this expert panel to address that issue if it genuinely wants to 
prepare a safe system. I am not convinced that a safe system can be drafted, and, indeed, the lived experience from 
the 15 other jurisdictions tells us that. In order to be familiar with that, we cannot simply look at the legislation. 
We also need to look at the cases and the lived experience. I have previously commented on the fact that the 
Joint Select Committee on End of Life Choices did not do that, hence the minority report. It is abundantly clear 
that the expert panel has not yet done that work and does not intend to do that work. If the expert panel does not 
deal with the issue of elder abuse, at least 20 000 older Western Australians, according to these estimates, will be 
subject to some form of abuse or neglect. 

It is true to say that the Australian government does not have a detailed picture of the extent of elder abuse. That 
is precisely why research is needed to build an evidence base. Evidence suggests that financial abuse is the most 
prevalent form of elder abuse, and that is often said when people talk about elder abuse. However, I hasten to draw 
to members’ attention that the evidence given to the Select Committee into Elder Abuse indicated that financial 
abuse, and psychological and emotional abuse—another form of abuse—are competing for the unwanted top prize, 
if you like, as the most prevalent form of elder abuse. It is clear from the national plan provided by the federal 
government yesterday that its aspiration is that data on personal experiences and general community surveys will 
help to shape the design and delivery of the services that are required to address this scourge in our community. 

Priority area 2 is entitled “Improving Community Awareness and Access to Information”. In essence, the national 
plan proposes three ways in which to do that. The first is to improve community awareness. I note that every time 
we have a discussion about elder abuse, either in this place or, more particularly in the media, there is a spike in 
calls to the elder abuse helpline. In my view, that is evidence of the benefit of raising community awareness about 
the support that does exist. The second area is education. The third area is the need to change attitudes and minds; 
in other words, to help shape public opinion and build momentum for positive change. 

Five priority areas are outlined in the national plan that was released yesterday. Priority area 3 is entitled 
“Strengthening Service Responses”. As I understand it, the Australian government has committed $18.3 million 
to deliver trials of specialist units to provide dedicated services across the country to support older Australians 
experiencing abuse. It proposes to do that in a number of ways. The first is the establishment of a national helpline, 
with the toll-free number 1800 ELDER HELP. The second is the establishment of specialist elder abuse units that 
will combine the work of lawyers with social workers and other specialist and support staff. The third, which will 
please Hon Alison Xamon, is the establishment of health–justice partnerships. This will involve the training of 
healthcare and social workers to identify vulnerable or at-risk individuals in the health system and refer them for 
support. The fourth is to resource case management and mediation services. 

Priority area 4 is entitled “Planning for Future Decision-Making”. The federal government indicates in its national 
plan that it wants to consider options for harmonising enduring powers of attorney. If I could be frank, I wish that 
was a little more than just considering options. This has been talked about for an extended period. Nevertheless, it 
is good to see that it is on the plan. Secondly, it wants to look at the feasibility of establishing a national online 
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register for enduring powers of attorney. This is interesting, because the tripartisan Select Committee into Elder Abuse 
recommended to the Western Australian government that it go it alone and have its own register. Unfortunately, 
that was the one recommendation that the government did not support. It wants to wait for a national register. My 
fear, and I think I speak for all my committee members on this, is that by doing so, we might be waiting forever. 
It would be far more desirable if Western Australia went it alone and established its own register because the abuse 
that takes place with powers of attorney is incredible. The fact that one can have multiple powers of attorney 
documents in existence concurrently is truly staggering. The fifth priority area is the strengthening of safeguards 
for vulnerable older adults. Those matters can further be seen in the national plan that was released yesterday. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: I apologise to Hon Nick Goiran. I was trying to catch his eye during his contribution 
because I want to rise briefly to make a contribution on the final report of the Select Committee into Elder Abuse, 
“‘I never thought it would happen to me’: When trust is broken”. In doing so, I want to acknowledge the good work 
of the committee members who put together this report: Hon Nick Goiran, Hon Alison Xamon, Hon Matthew Swinbourn 
and Hon Tjorn Sibma. Over the years, I have worked for ministers for seniors’ interests and I have taken a great 
deal of interest in this area. While I have the floor, I, too, want to acknowledge the passing of Karen Merrin, the 
former—I was going to say CEO, but what was her role? 

Hon Alison Xamon: Executive director or manager. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: Karen Merrin was executive director of the Northern Suburbs Community Legal 
Centre. One of my first political jobs was working for a federal senator in Mirrabooka in the late 1990s. I had 
a great deal of interaction with Karen, particularly on constituent issues to do with Centrelink and all sorts of other 
things. Karen was a trailblazer in the community services sector. She was a tireless advocate. She was the 
champion of those who are vulnerable. I also know about the good work that the Northern Suburbs Community 
Legal Centre did in the elder abuse space. Over the years, it has been funded by the Department of Communities 
to run a range of programs, including providing wraparound services to people over 60 years of age or Aboriginal 
people over 55 years of age who are vulnerable to elder abuse. The centre also ran a volunteer program. 
I understand that a number of senior Western Australians used iPads to go out and educate the community about 
the risks of elder abuse and what it is. I want to give my regards to Karen’s boys and her family. She most definitely 
has a lot to be proud of, as do they. As I said, she was a tireless advocate but she was also a great educator and 
sharer. Over the years, many people would have benefited from her wisdom and knowledge. I understand that the 
Northern Suburbs Community Legal Centre has grown to about 20 staff now. Over that time, they have educated 
university students on all sorts of issues, including elder abuse. 

She has left an indelible legacy. She was acknowledged in 2017 with a consumer protection award for her work in 
that space, but I do not think one could ever give her too many accolades. We could never thank her often enough 
for the work that she has done on behalf of vulnerable Western Australians, including those in the elder abuse 
space, and for ensuring that we have a vibrant community legal centre in this state. I was the second chair of the 
board of the Employment Law Centre of WA, which Karen also had a hand in establishing. Her mark is left for 
all of us to see. She will be remembered. I think it is very important that the Parliament acknowledge her fine work 
whether it is in domestic violence, health, justice or seniors’ rights. She has done some tremendous work and 
I certainly will remember her and I thank her for how she shared her knowledge with me and with others to make 
sure that we are all aware of the issues faced by vulnerable people in this state and that we can all do our bit, 
whether it is in the elder abuse space or to do with other issues in the social services sector. We can all keep in 
mind those who are more vulnerable than we are and who need and warrant protection. We always need to 
remember to fund those advocacy agencies to continue Karen’s good work into the future. 

Consideration of report adjourned, pursuant to standing orders. 

Progress reported and leave granted to sit again, pursuant to standing orders. 

Sitting suspended from 4.15 to 4.30 pm 
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