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NORTHERN GOLDFIELDS — CHILDREN’S HEALTH AND WELFARE 

Statement 

HON ADELE FARINA (South West) [5.41 pm]: I did not get an opportunity to speak on the motion of Hon 
Helen Bullock earlier today, so I will take this opportunity to say a few words, because I think it is really 
important that we get some time frames very clear and on the record. From the documents that were released 
under freedom of information applications, we know that on 31 January, the chief executive officer of the 
Goldfields–Esperance Development Commission provided four reports to the relevant policy officer in the office 
of the Minister for Regional Development. The four reports clearly identified serious problems, including 
neglect and abuse of children, warranting immediate action and reporting to the Department for Child Protection. 
The minister’s office, on receipt of those four reports, failed to act on the reports and failed to direct the GEDC 
to act to address the problems. The minister’s office sat on the four reports for four months and did absolutely 
nothing. On 2 June, Minister Grylls’ office provided the four reports to the office of the Minister for Child 
Protection and then, on 3 June, provided the Laverton report to a wider number of ministers. This was done in 
response to media inquiries about the leaked Laverton report, not out of concern or a need to act on the problems 
identified; it was done for the purpose of damage control and shared responsibility after the story was out in the 
media. On 4 June, the Kalgoorlie Miner and The Weekend West ran the story, exposing the lack of government 
action on the Laverton report, embarrassing the government and raising serious questions about the competency 
of the ministers involved. When the story broke, at least Minister Grylls and Minister McSweeney were aware of 
the other three reports but said nothing and did nothing to address the issues raised in these reports. Between the 
date that the four reports were first provided to the Minister for Regional Development and the date that the 
Laverton story ran in the media, the minister had time to fly around the state and issue 79 media statements about 
how fantastic royalties for regions is, but he did not have any time to fulfil his ministerial responsibilities to read 
the reports and address the problems identified in the reports. 

Also of interest is the response of the chief of staff of the Minister for Child Protection to the reports. His 
response was not one of shock or concern or about a need to take immediate action to address the problems. The 
response of the chief of staff in an email to Minister Grylls’ media officer dated 3 June was, “How far do you 
want to bury us? Why do we need the last paragraph?” The last paragraph in the report states that the issues 
identified in the report were being discussed with the school principal, police, hospital staff, Department for 
Child Protection staff, Laverton Leonora Cross Cultural Association staff and citizens, including local business 
operators, the former shire president, Wongatha Wonganarra patrol members and other Laverton Aboriginal 
community group members. I understand why the chief of staff wanted that paragraph removed—because it 
condemns the government. It is just as well the media already had a copy of the report, otherwise the story would 
be yet another example of this government doctoring reports that it does not like.  

Also in response to the media inquiries, the Department for Child Protection said that there had been no formal 
consultation between the author of the reports and the department, despite the author of the reports having 
forwarded the reports to the department on 3 March. Further, the department said that it had received no reports 
of abandoned children in Laverton, yet then went on to contradict that statement by saying the department had 
investigated the matter in 2010 and could find no evidence to support the claim that children were abandoned, 
living on the rubbish tip at Laverton. One cannot help but question the thoroughness of the department’s 
investigation given its incapacity to get a story straight when giving it to the media. I would like to know what 
the Minister for Child Protection has done to address the department’s efforts at cover-up and to restore public 
confidence in the department.  

We know that on 9 June, the Minister for Child Protection visited Laverton in a public show of government 
response to the problems exposed by the media, which in fact was just a desperate attempt at damage control. On 
the day she visited Laverton the minister knew of the problems identified in the other three reports in relation to 
the two other communities, but she did not visit these communities and took no action to address the problems. 
These problems had not been publicly exposed so there was no need for any damage control.  

On 21 June 2011, the Minister for Regional Development received a formal memorandum from the CEO of the 
Goldfields–Esperance Development Commission informing him of two freedom of information access 
applications from two members of the opposition that would result in the release of the other three reports. The 
CEO proposes five possible courses of action. He does not advise or recommend a course of action to address 
the problems identified; he advises on a course of action to contain the damage and to see whether it was 
possible to avoid releasing the reports under the FOI applications, completely abrogating his responsibilities 
under the Regional Development Commissions Act. Despite the advice of the CEO, again the minister did 
nothing. Again, he abrogated his ministerial responsibility to ensure that the GEDC was taking action to address 
the problems identified. He did not even bother to inform his ministerial colleagues, as advised by the CEO. He 
did nothing; leaving them and the government exposed. 
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Almost two months later, on 18 August 2011, The West Australian ran a story on the other two communities. In 
response to the questions asked by the media, the minister is reported as saying that she cannot comment on the 
three reports because she has not seen them. The minister made this statement despite having been provided with 
the reports on 2 June and getting a briefing from the director of country services on the flight to Laverton on 
7 June, and despite her department being provided with the reports five months earlier—on 3 March. When 
asked in Parliament by Hon Sue Ellery if she stood by her comments to the media that she could not comment 
because she had not seen the reports, the minister dodged the question with a long-winded response that did not 
answer the question at all. The minister did not take the opportunity to put on the record what action she had 
taken in relation to the problems identified in the other three reports, because the minister had failed to take any 
action in relation to these other two communities.  

To this day the Minister for Regional Development has failed to take action in relation to the matters raised in 
the four reports. He is missing in action. Sadly, the government has been missing in action on this issue. Just 
yesterday, the Minister for Health, answering a question from Hon Helen Bullock on dental services, said that 
eligible members of these communities need to travel to Boulder to access dental services; alternatively, dental 
services are also available in Adelaide in South Australia. Yes, members heard me right—this is what the 
Minister for Health said: they can travel to Adelaide in South Australia to access dental services! No action has 
been taken to address the serious risk to population health due to contaminated drinking water in these 
communities, and the list goes on. The Ministers for Regional Development, for Indigenous Affairs and for 
Child Protection have displayed gross incompetence and inaction. Under the Westminster system of ministerial 
responsibility under which we operate, ministers need to be held to account. They should do the right thing—
either address these problems or stand down from their ministerial portfolios. 

House adjourned at 5.50 pm 

__________  
 
 


