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EDUCATION AND HEALTH STANDING COMMITTEE 
Tenth Report — “Annual Report 2019–20” — Tabling 

MS J.M. FREEMAN (Mirrabooka) [10.20 am]: I present for tabling the tenth report of the Education and Health 
Standing Committee titled “Annual Report 2019–20”. 

[See paper 3622.] 

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: One issue with being the chair of this committee is that, because we tend to work when 
Parliament is sitting, there is never enough time to cover all the health and education issues that confront the 
community. We are often informed and instructed by the good work of other agencies and organisations. This annual 
report outlines some of the hearings and briefings that were provided to the committee over the period the annual 
report takes into account. 

We were briefed by the Office of the Auditor General and the Mental Health Commission, and subsequently met with 
the acting Mental Health Commissioner. That was a really informative briefing that outlined to us the Auditor General’s 
audit of mental health provision in Western Australia. There was a 2019 Auditor General’s report titled “Access to 
State-Managed Adult Mental Health Services”. That methodology was a really important piece of work. It certainly 
highlighted to us that a similar methodology could be put into place to look at particular areas of mental health, 
such as youth mental health. It was interesting that the audit found there was no system-wide implementation plans 
to support the aims of reducing the proportion of funds spent on hospital beds and expanding community mental 
health services. We know that the Western Australian government under Mark McGowan has worked very hard 
on mental health and has taken into account the mental health issues that confront people. One of the particular 
interests and concerns of the committee, which came through in the briefings with the Mental Health Commission 
and the acting Mental Health Commissioner, was the need to deliver comprehensive and timely mental health services 
to young people, especially those aged between 16 and 24 years. With the current challenge of COVID-19, we 
know that our capacity to meet the mental health needs of our community must be part of the overall recovery 
strategy for the health of Western Australian residents.  
Today is R U OK? Day, but we should focus on and highlight people’s wellbeing every day. People should be 
aware and capable of talking to people who are distressed because of events in their lives. We certainly welcome 
the commitment to suicide prevention that was outlined this morning by the Minister for Mental Health and the 
$45 million in suicide prevention initiatives. We particularly note the $10 million to develop and implement 
a region-by-region approach to Aboriginal suicide prevention in Western Australia. The previous Education and 
Health Standing Committee and this committee have continuously kept an eye on the report “Learnings from the 
Message Stick: the Report of the Inquiry Into Aboriginal Youth Suicide in Remote Areas”. We welcome the 
government’s focus on prioritising Aboriginal-led, locally endorsed initiatives. As always, it is still extraordinarily 
important to focus on the terrible statistics and to prevent the suicide of young people in Aboriginal communities, 
particularly in the Kimberley. 
An inquiry report and issues paper was delivered by the committee this year on the wellbeing of our community, 
particularly of children in our schools or those born in our hospitals. Those were the central considerations. We 
looked at both of those areas this year when we focused on young people in our community. We delivered a report 
on digital innovation in secondary schools that was a concise summary of the issues that confront schooling in 
a digital age. The committee’s recommendations were overwhelmingly supported and we welcomed that, but there 
was a sense of unease in our report at the lack of vision and strategy in the public education system, particularly 
in addressing the digital divide. The current decentralised and relatively unmonitored approach relies on the 
enthusiasm, capacity and capability of teachers and school leaders. Through looking at digital innovation in 
secondary schools and in our current inquiry, we came to see that leadership is absolutely paramount to ensure that 
students across the board get equal attention and access to digital technology and the capacity it can deliver for 
their education. 
There remains ongoing concern in the committee that the health community fails to address the need for action, 
hope and outcomes for those diagnosed and living with type 2 diabetes. There is continual denial of the importance 
of diet by Australian health professionals, despite acceptance in other comparable jurisdictions such as the UK. 
I note that I was recently quoted in The Irish Times on our report on type 2 diabetes. I have now been quoted in 
a British medical journal, an American medical journal, The Irish Times and many UK papers on type 2 diabetes, 
but it has failed to attract any attention here. However, I must say that Gareth Parker at 6PR has been a champion 
of this cause as well. We must address the chronic situation of type 2 diabetes and stop people thinking that there 
is no hope for them and that they have to enter the path of a disease that will take them to losing feet or other limbs, 
getting kidney disease or heart disease, losing the capacity to see, and, eventually, dying. When we look at the 
epidemiology reports on COVID-19, we find that if people have type 2 diabetes, they have a propensity to become 
very ill with COVID-19. We need to make sure that people know that there is the capacity to take control of this 
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disease prior to a diagnosis—if someone is pre-diabetic—or post-diagnosis. From a public policy point of view, 
the continual denial by health professionals is really distressing, despite the evidence from other jurisdictions that 
effective dietary intervention can result in this debilitating and costly condition going into remission. In my view, 
it is not only sad, but also unconscionable.  
In a hearing that we had with Diabetes WA, we talked about being able to tell people in the Australian community 
that they can go into remission from type 2 diabetes. Ms Sophie McGough is senior manager, business development 
and strategy, with Diabetes WA. She is extraordinarily competent, and she is concerned and distressed about the 
lack of focus on diabetes in Western Australia. In her evidence to the committee she said that the current focus on 
obesity has drawn us away from one of the most chronic diseases. It is a fact that type 2 diabetes can lead to kidney 
disease. Diabetes WA recently received funding to run a low-calorie diet trial, which has already been trialled in 
the UK and the EU. It has been very successful in putting patients’ type 2 diabetes in remission. Diabetes WA 
could only carry out the trial on the basis that it was about obesity, not type 2 diabetes. 
I return to the issue of the health community not giving people accurate information and therefore hope in respect 
of this disease. Ms McGough stated in her evidence — 

I will give you a situation. We run the DESMOND program, and the DESMOND curriculum comes from 
the United Kingdom … the Leicester Diabetes Centre. We have just received the updated changes to that 
curriculum, which talk about remission. Obviously, there is a huge evidence base and there is a position 
statement in the UK around the use of the term “remission of diabetes”. I have been to the Australian 
Diabetes Society, the Australian Diabetes Educators Association and the RACGP to ask if we are able to 
use the word “remission”, and they said no. Diabetes WA, as part of a bigger system, cannot be seen to 
be undermining the body that talks to GPs because we do not want to be inconsistent with what those bodies 
are telling their health professionals to do. 

Basically, we have a health community in denial about what we can do to assist in addressing a chronic disease. It 
continues to be in denial. 

It gives me great hope that the federal government recently announced a review of the National Health and Medical 
Research Council’s Australian dietary guidelines. One of the problems with type 2 diabetes is that the Australian 
dietary guidelines, particularly the guide to healthy eating, is not appropriate for people with type 2 diabetes. The 
Australian dietary guidelines may not be appropriate for Australian people as a whole. We know that people need 
to limit their discretionary eating, but we are giving them this complex idea around a plate and all these things. We 
also know, before that review even begins, that only four per cent of Australians eat according to the recommendations. 
There are 60 people in this chamber; only four per cent of us would actually follow the guidelines that the federal 
government has put out for us. I do not think that is a problem with the people in this chamber; I think it is a problem 
with the guidelines. We cannot expect people to follow something that cannot be followed. 

I want to speak briefly about the briefing we received on nitrate and uranium levels in drinking water from 
Dr Richard Lugg, an environmental health consultant with the Department of Health. We are very concerned about 
the levels of nitrate and uranium in the water in remote communities. We must recognise that every person in 
Western Australia has a right to clean drinking water. I commend the Western Australian government on its provision 
of $38.9 million to upgrade and normalise water and wastewater facilities in Aboriginal communities around the 
state. That is absolutely commended. In 2020 it is completely unacceptable for people to have substandard water 
in their communities. 

In presenting the 2019–20 annual report, I note that it will be the committee’s final annual report for the fortieth 
Parliament. I thank the members of the committee and the staff. The strength of the parliamentary committee is its 
bipartisanship and capacity to delve into issues of public importance with a view to highlighting a policy solution 
that is achievable. That is absolutely commendable. 

I wish to thank the member for Nedlands for his contribution up until November last year. The capacity of 
Hon Bill Marmion as deputy chair to work alongside me as the chair, collaboratively and with a charming collegiality, 
was much valued. I can never get over how many people Hon Bill Marmion actually knows! His replacement, the 
member for Dawesville, is a welcome addition. His faith in my judgement as chair and capacity for insightful 
contribution, despite his many other demanding roles, is appreciated. Although the member for Moore is, for the 
purposes of this annual report, still a member, his recent departure from our considerations for the remainder of 
the parliamentary term will be missed. Mr Love’s analytical zeal, tinged with healthy scepticism, was only bettered 
by his appreciation of expertise and the need to act decisively to achieve beneficial change. I would like to thank 
the member for Wanneroo for her commitment and work on this committee. Her knowledge in education and her 
willingness to investigate health issues has ensured that our committee reports have resulted in positive changes 
in our schools and health system. I would like to pay a special tribute to the member for Kimberley. Her ability to 
broaden the committee’s perspective on every issue has continually reminded us all that our work needs to be 
relevant to those most in need of effective delivery of services by our government agencies. I really commend the 
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member for Kimberley. Often when we sat and heard evidence from bureaucrats and other people, the member for 
Kimberley would cut through with a simple and clarifying query that was very much grounded in the needs of her 
community and of the broader community for the delivery of services and for making sure that people are included 
and consulted, and feel that those services are appropriate and effective. I pay special tribute to her as she nears the 
end of her time in this place. She has been a great advocate. It was also great to have her on the previous committee 
for the Message Stick inquiry. 

My full appreciation and thanks to the staff, Dr Sarah Palmer and Jovita Hogan. They are both great research staff. 
I am very proud of the work that we undertook, as outlined in this annual report, and I thank them for their 
assistance, advice, expertise, wise counsel and patience. Thank you. 

MS S.E. WINTON (Wanneroo) [10.37 am]: I, too, would like to make a contribution to the consideration of the 
Education and Health Standing Committee’s “Annual Report 2019–20”. It has certainly been an extraordinary 
year in all fields of work, and I am really proud of the important work that has been undertaken by our committee 
and its members during what has been a challenging year all round. We certainly completed a full year of important 
work, including three reports, 21 deliberative meetings, eight public hearings, 15 briefings and 56 witnesses appearing 
to give evidence. 

As a schoolteacher of 27 years’ experience, it is a great privilege and opportunity for me to contribute to the important 
work of this committee in the key portfolio areas of education, health and mental health. I take this opportunity to 
briefly speak about an important report we tabled in November 2019 about digital technologies in secondary 
schools, “A Better Connected Future: Opportunities for Digital Innovation in Secondary Education”. 

It is interesting to look at the timeliness of that report. The inquiry focused on how digital innovation could assist 
secondary students to learn anything, anywhere, anytime; the role of digital technology in addressing secondary 
school engagement and retention; how digital technology could increase equity of opportunity in secondary 
education; the potential of digital technologies to cater to the needs of high performers and at-risk learners in 
secondary education; and, importantly, the challenges to the implementation of digital technology, including the 
provision of digital infrastructure, resources and technical support. The committee report, which was tabled 
in November 2019, was the culmination of work that included 14 submissions from very important key stakeholders, 
including the Department of Education, Catholic Education WA, the Commissioner for Children and Young People, 
Edith Cowan University, Gifted WA, Telstra, and the Department of Jobs, Tourism, Science and Innovation. The 
committee also conducted six hearings, which provided it with an opportunity for further investigation. Of course, 
at the time, we did not know about COVID-19 and how important and relevant our work would become to schools, 
particularly how important digital technologies would become, as COVID-19 became a reality. The report 
recommended one thing in particular; that is, that the Department of Education’s ICT vision statement, which was 
three years overdue at the time, clearly defines how to integrate digital technology into the curriculum and how 
digital technology would support secondary teachers in the form of software, online resources and professional 
development. The government’s response to the committee’s report was received in February this year and supported 
seven of the 11 recommendations in principle, and one outright. Two other recommendations have been taken into 
consideration and one has been noted. 

It has been really pleasing to see that the department has a new ICT strategy and a new “ICT Vision for Teaching 
and Learning in Public Schools”, which are both important now more than ever, in particular, given that schools 
have to deal with digital education issues and opportunities. We all know that it has been an incredibly challenging 
year for our schools, particularly when they were all forced into remote learning in March. Many of my former 
colleagues have told me that this year has been particularly stressful. Many staff and many schools, I guess due to 
need, have had to deal with shortcomings in digital technology and the way digital technologies are delivered in 
schools. The committee took this opportunity to do some further work to build on its report. It looked at what has 
happened in Western Australian schools as a result of remote teaching and at how education has been delivered 
during this time, including looking at future opportunities and what further support schools might need to build 
upon their digital capacity. For me, two themes in particular arose out of talking to school educators and former 
colleagues. One relates to professional learning, which is a key area that the committee highlights in its report; that 
is, there needs to be a concerted effort in professional learning for all teachers in digital technology. It is interesting 
that it was highlighted that sometimes the best way professional learning happens is when there is a need. It has 
been quite extraordinary how collaborative, innovative and supportive school communities have become to create 
and design the delivery of education through remote learning. That has served us well. I think schools have had some 
fantastic results from digital technology gains. I am pretty confident that the report the committee hopes to table 
this year will reflect some of the gains made as well as some areas in which more work could be done. 

For me, the report that we tabled in 2019 and the work that has been undertaken as a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic clearly shows that digital technologies provide opportunities for learning, engagement and retention in 
the area of equity and also high performance. However, as an educator, it is clear that although there are opportunities 
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in digital technologies, nothing replaces the best way that students learn; that is, face-to-face teaching between 
teacher and student, using digital technologies to complement the very heart of it. 

I would also like to pay thanks to my colleagues and the staff who have supported the committee. In particular, 
I thank the member for Mirrabooka, as chair of the committee. As a newbie in this place and as a newbie to 
committees, it has been really fantastic to work with her over the last three and a half years. I thank her very much 
for her support and guidance and for making sure that I made the best contribution as possible to the work of the 
committee. I also thank the other committee members. I will not name them all, but a few have contributed throughout 
the last three and a half years. I, too, would like to quickly make special mention of the member for Kimberley. 
The member for Mirrabooka is absolutely right: the member for Kimberley’s contributions to all our deliberations 
over a long time have been invaluable in grounding and focusing our attention on some of the things that are important 
to the member for Kimberley, particularly in education and health in the Kimberley. I hope that it reminds us that 
we need to take up these key areas in future inquiries undertaken by the Education and Health Standing Committee. 

Finally, I want to acknowledge the important and incredible support work undertaken by the committee’s staff—
that is, our principal research officer, Dr Sarah Palmer, and research officer, Ms Jovita Hogan. They have been 
very patient with all of us and they support us incredibly well. It has been a fantastic experience to be part of the 
work of the Education and Health Standing Committee. 
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