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ESTIMATES OF REVENUE AND EXPENDITURE 

Consideration of Tabled Papers 

Resumed from 21 June on the following motion moved by Hon Simon O’Brien (Minister for Finance) — 

That pursuant to standing order 49(1)(c), the Legislative Council takes note of tabled papers 3310A–F 
(budget papers 2011–12) laid upon the table of the house on Thursday, 19 May 2011. 

HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [7.30 pm]: This is the second Barnett government budget that I 
have had the opportunity to respond to, the first one being just a few weeks after I became a member of 
Parliament. Obviously, I have been on a steep learning curve since that time. I know that this time I have a better 
understanding of what the Budget Statements do and do not state and how they reflect the priorities and the 
thinking of the government. 

Western Australia is very fortunate to have such a strong economy based on the boom of the last decade from the 
re-emergence of China and India and the rapid industrialisation and urbanisation that they have experienced. Of 
course, it is not something that ultimately we can control any more than we can control what is happening in 
Europe, particularly Greece, at the moment, or in the United States where the economy is still extremely fragile. 
We can say the same thing about the dollar, which we cannot control, and consumer spending sentiment, which 
seems to have slowed significantly. However, in my opportunity tonight to respond to the budget, I will talk 
about what we can do to prepare ourselves and future generations for the uncertain world that we live in, and 
also what the state government can do specifically to save us hundreds of millions of dollars in the long run. 

On Saturday, 11 June, I read The Weekend West, and I am sure that I am not the only person in this place who 
did so. Four articles that I thought were really pertinent to what I will say this evening caught my eye. The first 
article by Kim Macdonald was called “Social divide blamed for soaring rate of burglaries”. The next by Steve 
Pennells was called “Cut Aboriginal handouts: MP”. The third article by Jane Hammond was called “Roughing 
it in aid of the homeless”, and the fourth was the editorial of that day called “Rise in crime linked to WA social 
divide”. To me, all the articles reflected the situation that we find ourselves in, which is really that, as members 
of Parliament, we tend to always react too late to the social problems around us. I increasingly hear it described 
as—it is not an attractive term—mopping up the mess. As a member for the East Metropolitan Region, I was 
particularly concerned about the first article that I referred to, “Social divide blamed for soaring rate of 
burglaries”. I will read out a bit of that article, which states — 

A crime wave has lifted burglary rates by up to 50 per cent in some pockets of WA, amid concerns 
about the growing social divide between rich and poor.  

Statistics obtained by The Weekend West show burglaries are up about 22 per cent across the 
metropolitan region in the financial year to date …. 

The east metropolitan area, including Midland, Forrestfield and Ellenbrook, is copping the brunt of the 
problem with a 51.3 per cent jump in burglaries. 

The article quoted two police officers, including Acting Deputy Commissioner of Police Stephen Brown. The 
article states — 

“Police can only have so much impact, there are changing demographics,” Mr Brown said. “In this 
State, there is a growing divide between haves and have-nots. 

The article also quoted Assistant Commissioner of Police Gary Budge, who referred to there being 1 000 repeat 
offenders. The article does not state it, but I think that figure might have been taken from a report of the Auditor 
General in, I think, 2008, on juvenile crime. The article states — 

… 1000 repeat offenders, mostly in the east metropolitan area, were behind many of the burglaries. He 
said the recidivists were from difficult backgrounds. 

“As a community we need to address the underlying problems that will ultimately stop the revolving 
door,” he said. 

“That is addiction, alcohol and drugs, violence, abuse, education, health and a whole range of issues.” 

With that in mind, I turn to an issue that I have spoken about on a number of occasions, which is the need to 
realign policy with what we know about the crucial early years and the effect that has on a person’s future. There 
is a lot of talk about infrastructure; I consider the real infrastructure of any community to be human beings—we 
are the most basic infrastructure—and that the core business of any government is to ensure that this basic 
infrastructure is sound. For me it is more important than bridges and ports—maybe not for others—and far more 
important than a football stadium. 
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Hon Michael Mischin: You’d need to talk to Hon Ken Travers about that, because he feels we should be 
building stadia everywhere!  

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: I am glad he is not in this place!  

Really, the core business of government is to ensure that all children get off to the best possible start; it is what 
Professor Fiona Stanley calls “growing children well”. In fact, it is what reforming and progressive governments 
have been doing in this country since Federation. It is the core responsibility of reforming and progressive 
governments, and it became so with good reason, because it benefits not only individual lives, but also society, 
the community and the economy. Of course, it is also how we actually will begin to stem the tide of social 
problems that are not responding to current policy, as reflected in what Assistant Commissioner of Police Gary 
Budge is quoted as having said.  

It is also, of course, how we can best address issues like obesity. We talk quite often in this Parliament about 
mental ill health, and we know that the early years have the most critical impact because that is when the most 
rapid brain growth occurs. It is not just about those 1 000 people that Assistant Commissioner of Police Gary 
Budge referred to; it is actually about the wider concerns for our children. We know that in those early years—
not only because of the science, but also the economics and the long-term studies—we can actually intervene 
and make a difference. Early intervention to promote the social, emotional and physical cognitive development 
that I have talked about before significantly improves outcomes in all areas—educational, mental and physical 
health—as well as significantly decreasing criminal behaviour, particularly violent behaviour, drug and alcohol 
misuse, teenage pregnancy, and obesity. The list goes on. These are the things that government spends its money 
on. But of course it spends its money at the end of the process. It spends its money on responding to the problem, 
not on preventing it. 

I have spoken previously about the crucial early years of development. We have known for decades about the 
lifetime physical and emotional legacy of an abusive and neglectful childhood, and a life of poor nutrition. 
Recently in this Parliament we have said sorry to a number of groups of children who were taken away from 
their parents in different settings. Therefore, we know about the lifelong legacy of a disrupted childhood. We 
know how attachment and self-regulation for all children develops in the early years. We also know how the 
early years can have a critical effect on people lives. Therefore, it is not only sensible, but essential, in the face of 
so much of the failed policy that we see around us, that this state gets on board and begins to do this work that 
progressive governments in other states, and around the world, particularly in England, are doing in the early 
childhood area. It is not as though it would be unexpected for us to begin to make that policy leap. As I have 
said, since Federation governments have been working to ensure that children get the best start in life that they 
can. That includes, just to mention a few things, providing universal health care and improved maternal health 
care, access to schooling, and immunisation. I do not know about other members in this room, but those 
members who are as old as me will recall that we used to be given little bottles of milk at school in the mornings.  

Hon Sue Ellery: That had been left out in the sun all day! 

Hon Liz Behjat: Yes, and went off! 

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: That is right! But it did ensure that children got some calcium and protein.  

Hon Michael Mischin: It put me off milk, actually! 

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: But I expect it is better than Red Bull or Coca–Cola!  

It also includes the recent compulsory introduction of folate into bread-making flour, which was the result of the 
work of Professors Carol Bower and Fiona Stanley, and child protection, the social welfare net, school 
breakfasts, dental services and child health nurses. That is why, given that history, it is very confronting for us to 
know that there is a small, but growing, group of children in this state who are doing very poorly. As I said 
earlier, we know that from the figures on obesity, and on the worrying increase in the number of young people 
exhibiting mental ill health, which I think everyone in this chamber has heard discussed on many occasions, that 
there are also concerns about a wider group of children. 

Babies and young children have seemed to be a bit of a natural fit for politicians over the years. I will give 
members a recent example of where children have been discussed. This is from a lead article in The West 
Australian of 15 December last year. The article is headed “Children the Winners in State’s mining boom”. The 
first paragraph of the article states — 

The “social dividend” from the State’s mining boom will see schools turned into one-stop parenting 
shops to help WA’s most vulnerable children, Premier Colin Barnett revealed yesterday.  

Schools will get big increases in resources to add nurses and dental clinicians, daycare and kindergarten 
classes for children as young as three to their services. 
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Further in the article, it states — 

Mr Barnett said the next Budget would include money for capital works to begin turning schools into 
parenting hubs. “This is a prosperous State and people say, where is the social dividend,” he said.  

Two months later, in the Premier’s Statement on 15 February, the Premier stated — 

Early intervention to ensure that children start school healthy and ready and able to learn is not just an 
option; it is a moral imperative. 

I will speak about hubs later and the moral imperative. I must say, I could not agree more with that statement. 
Just to reinforce to members how crucial those early years are—early intervention is designed to ensure that 
children start school healthy and ready to learn—I have a couple of things I want to show members relating to a 
project that grew out of the federal government’s implementation of the Australian Early Development Index’s 
Local Champions program. Early learning groups and action groups were able to apply to develop a local level 
project. One group that I am involved with—the Midland Early Years Action Group—is chaired by Jacinta Ellis, 
who is employed by the City of Swan as the community planning and policy officer. She came to my office to 
present me with what they call the Brain Box. I also acknowledge the other people who came and were involved 
in developing this project: Raeleen McAllister, who is the coordinator of the Midvale Early Childhood and 
Parenting Centre; and Dianne Mazzucato, who is the early years coordinator at the Foothills Information and 
Referral Centre. 

The group received funding; it was up to them to put forward a project, and they made these Brain Boxes. The 
Brain Box includes a lot of very useful information that can be used in any number of settings—including 
libraries and playgroups—to explain the importance of the early years. From age zero to three, as members will 
know, is by far the period of greatest brain development. It is estimated that during those three years the 
synapses in a baby’s brain increase from about 10 trillion to 20 trillion. It is the biggest single period of brain 
development, so it is a period of great opportunity for development, but also incredible vulnerability as well, 
because it is such an explosive period. I will show members models of the comparative brain sizes during this 
period, which are included in the Brain Box. The first one is exactly the size of the brain of a newborn baby. The 
second is much larger and is the size of the brain of a three-year-old. Members can see that there has been an 
enormous amount of growth between the ages of zero and three. The weight of the average brain is 400 grams at 
birth and 1 100 grams at age three; the weight of the brain only ever increases by another 200 grams, so that 
shows members why that period is so significant. That is why neuroscientists have been able to explain and 
undertake the research to show that this period, during which the child becomes aware of the environment it 
finds itself in and begins to relate to everything around it, actually affects how the brain develops, emotionally 
and cognitively. It is a fascinating area, and I congratulate the Midland Early Years Action Group for doing this. 
This project is used with young mothers and many others. Perhaps some members know more about this than I 
do, but it is really only in the last 10 years that I have become aware of the extent of the research that has become 
possible with the use of more sophisticated imaging like MRI, longitudinal studies and peer-reviewed literature. 
We all have more information now, and that should influence us in making policy.  

While I am referring to this matter, I should congratulate the City of Swan. It is ahead in many ways, even ahead 
of our Parliament, in its understanding of early childhood development by appointing a dedicated staff member. 
One of the jobs that Jacinta does is bring together all the different groups working in the community. Those 
groups meet every month and I attend the meetings when I can. I brought this illustration into the house because 
it is a very good depiction of how rapidly the brain develops. As I said, it is what a newborn, an infant or a 
toddler experiences in those first three years that determines the brain architecture and whether it will be strong 
or weak architecture for all future behaviour and learning. 

What concerns me about the Premier’s words in this budget, although they were very compelling, is his failure to 
do one of the most obvious things—that is, show a commitment to the moral imperative of employing child 
health nurses. I will read something into the record from the Auditor General’s report last year on universal child 
health checks. On page 4, he said — 

Few things in our community are more important than the health of our children. Child health checks 
play a critical role in this area through the prevention and early detection of health and development 
issues. Early detection helps parents to get support, advice and intervention at the right times in a 
child’s early months and years. Prevention and timely intervention not only improve the health, 
education and life outcomes of individual children and their families, they also benefit overall 
population health, and help reduce long term health costs. 

Child health checks are not a new service, and child and school health nurses have been fulfilling 
important roles in communities for decades. Over that time little has changed in how services are 
delivered. But other things have changed. The importance and benefits of addressing issues early in a 
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child’s development have become better understood, the level of demand for services has grown and 
how families want to access child health services has changed. 

In that report, the WA health department responded to the Auditor General’s report, which found that we are 
short by at least 100 child health nurses. The response from WA health, which is in the same report at page 9, 
states — 

The first year of life is critical to ensuring the healthy growth and development of children. WA 
Health’s child health nurses provide a wide range of services and support to ensure that health issues are 
identified and addressed. This includes issues such as ‘failure to thrive’, infections, hearing loss and 
congenital abnormalities, as well as supporting a strong emotional attachment between parents and 
babies. Child health nurses also play an important role in reducing infant mortality through addressing 
risk factors for sudden infant death syndrome. If these issues are not addressed a child is much more 
likely to experience poor health, emotional and educational outcomes throughout their life. 

WA Health’s aims to provide accessible services to all children and families, however it is evident that 
services have not kept pace with increased demand resulting from the unprecedented population growth 
in recent years. 

That is why the critical shortage of child health nurses who provide this essential monitoring and support for 
parents is so very alarming. It is why the government’s failure to provide any additional funds in this budget is so 
very worrying. It is why the Premier’s Statement on 15 February that early intervention to ensure children start 
school healthy and ready to learn is a moral imperative now sounds, frankly, very hollow. In fact, I would go 
further than that and say that it is really quite scandalous that a promise could be made in regard to infants and 
toddlers, yet there is nothing in this state budget to show that the Barnett government accepts that the first years 
of life form the bedrock of human development and the platform from which children enter the school system. 
There is no money at all for any child health nurses.  

When I asked a question on 23 February 2011, the Minister for Health, in his answer, agreed that many children 
are missing out on key health checks. I also asked in February how many full-time equivalent community child 
health nurses were employed in July 2010 and in January 2011. As at 1 July 2010, I was told the number was 
196. In January this year it was 197.9. That is barely two more. As members recall, I asked exactly the same 
question yesterday. I was told that the full-time equivalent was now 191.2. That number is less than the 
government said it had on 1 January this year. Until I get an explanation, I will give the government the benefit 
of the doubt and say that this time—that is, yesterday—it did not count in, as it had on 1 January, the 6.7 child 
health nurses provided by the federal government through the Closing the Gap program. I hope that is what it is. 
Even if it is, from 1 January not one additional child health nurse has been employed. The government told me 
during estimates hearings that there is no more money for child health nurses in this budget. There is an 
additional $363 million in this health budget, yet none of it could be found for child health nurses. Obviously, I 
am bitterly disappointed. I can assure members that people in the sector, and people more widely, are bitterly 
disappointed.  

We regularly talk in this Parliament about mental health issues and antisocial behaviour. We know there are 
children commencing school with learning difficulties and social problems. We also know we have an obesity 
problem. Despite that overwhelming information, and the overwhelming evidence that these problems are not 
diminishing but in fact are actually growing, we continue along the same path. Einstein said that the definition of 
“insanity” is doing the same thing over and over again and still expecting different results. We continue to have 
an overwhelming bias to the existing policies of late intervention at a time when social problems are well 
entrenched, even though we know that by the time we address it, it will be expensive and success is very limited. 
We really need strong leadership to overcome this automatic response by politicians to look like heroes by 
dealing with the problem when it is well entrenched. Perhaps we need to overcome a sense as members of 
Parliament that to be taken seriously we need to be legislating and passing laws; yet we know that if it was as 
simple as passing legislation, given the amount of legislation that is made at the state and federal level, we 
presumably would have made a lot more progress than we have. It worries me that in 20 years from now, if we 
continue along this fruitless path, nothing will have changed.  

On 4 April this year, Claire Krol, from the ABC’s online service, reported that the Minister for Health said he 
planned to go cap in hand to the Treasurer to seek funds for additional child health nurses. I will take the health 
minister at his word, because I believe he understands that child health nurses are important. For decades, this 
service has been the preventive first line and point of contact for mothers and babies. Obviously, the Minister for 
Health, the Deputy Premier, going cap in hand to the Treasurer to seek money for child health nurses was a 
failure. It is astounding to me. It sends me a signal of leadership failure at the highest level that we have the 
Premier talking about the “moral imperative” for children to start school healthy and ready to learn and we have 
the Minister for Health, the Deputy Premier, saying he will go cap in hand to seek funds, and they have not been 
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able to get any funds! I asked questions in the estimates committee hearings to find out about the submission that 
was made and why it was turned down. The failure of the health minister to get any funds to address a known 
serious critical problem really shows that children are not the priority that they should be. Other states and 
countries have really begun to move on this. Other states have accepted the science, they have looked at the 
economics and, with the assistance of the lead taken by the commonwealth, which I will come to shortly, in the 
past two or three years they have begun the planning and implementation of a long process of change to make 
policies more rational. This change will require an enormous amount of long-term vision. It will challenge 
politicians who people say have a very short-term view of things. It will require cooperation between ministers 
and departments and, of course, it will require cooperation and compromise on the ground. My problem is that 
rather than Western Australia even beginning to be where other states of Australia or other countries are, it is 
going backwards. We do not even have the basic service of child health nurses in place. 

Hon Michael Mischin: So we’re going backwards from the last Labor governments we’ve had, are we?  

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: Hon Michael Mischin will have an opportunity to speak later. The government has 
been in office for three years. 

Hon Michael Mischin: You’re saying we’re going backwards—from what?  

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: We are going backwards because there have been no funds for child health nurses. I 
have asked the questions. 

Hon Michael Mischin: How much did the last Labor government put in? 

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: I know that no new money has been put in since I became a member of Parliament.  

Hon Michael Mischin: That was only a year ago. What was happening before that? 

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: That is right. I will be sure to tell the newborn babies and the toddlers that Hon Michael 
Mischin said that we have a problem because of the previous Labor government. I am sure the newborn babies, 
infants and toddlers will be very impressed with that answer. 

Hon Michael Mischin: You don’t understand what I’m talking about.  

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: Mr Deputy President — 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Brian Ellis): Order, members! Perhaps if the honourable member directs 
her comments through the Chair, she will avoid interjections.  

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: Ensuring that child health nurses are in place is as basic a service as parents ensuring 
that children are safe, fed and loved. I know that the Minister for Health has tried to get money and has been 
unable to do so. I know that we have the report from the Auditor General. In fact, many reports have come to this 
Parliament in the past couple of years. We do not have a clearly articulated vision for early childhood. That is the 
only explanation that I can find for why the Minister for Health would go cap in hand and not be able to get any 
funding at all. I look forward to Hon Michael Mischin taking up this issue on behalf of the infants and toddlers 
of this state. 

Quite frankly, when we look at the health and education budgets, the pressures on them and the ballooning 
amounts, which is obviously to do with the impact of an ageing population, amongst other things, we see that we 
need to find ways to be economically rational. I would like to talk about the evidence that we have on investing 
in the early years, which is the way we will save money in the long term. We are fortunate now because 
investments have been made and longitudinal studies have been done. It is commonsense really. Anyone who 
has a child understands from parenting that if we feed our child an adequate diet and provide our child with love 
and boundaries, the chances are that child will have a better, healthier life and be more able to cope with life than 
a child who is neglected and abused. On that scale, I think it is fairly easy for people to understand. There are, of 
course, studies such as the one in Michigan that involved 40-year tracking of the cost benefits of preschool and 
family intervention programs of a group of inner-city children. This study, which has been referred to before, 
calculated that for every dollar spent $17 was saved in health, justice and social welfare payments. There is also 
the work I referred to before by Professor Heckman, the Nobel prize winner in economics, who calculated a 
seven-to-one return on public investment in programs for young children, compared with the one-for-one 
payback from adult education. I am not saying by that we should not intervene later, but we know that when we 
intervene later, the problems have become entrenched and the success rate is much reduced. In some 
circumstances, the damage is done and cannot be undone. I am sure Hon Robyn McSweeney will concur with 
me because she has a long history in child protection. Although I do not, I have some experience in that area. 
Anyone who has done any work around child protection will know that when children are removed after a 
certain period of neglect and abuse, the damage is very, very difficult to undo. However, I am not talking about 
just that group of children; I am talking about children more generally because we know that they are 
experiencing increasing rates of mental illness. We know they are obese, and we know there is a particular 
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group, as Assistant Commissioner of Police Gary Budge said, who are well known to the criminal courts, 
certainly the juvenile courts, and who are the regulars through that system.  

I would like to talk a bit about Ellenbrook, for example, because I am on the Ellenbrook Early Years Working 
Group, and I or someone in my office goes to those meetings. Ellenbrook is of particular interest because it has a 
very high birthrate. As people know, it is marketed to an older age retirement group, but it is also very much 
marketed to young families. Members will not be surprised to learn that in February, 64 babies were born in the 
Ellenbrook region. It is also home to some of the lowest socioeconomic families in the state. It is a very rapidly 
growing area. I am in regular contact with the child health nurses there. The article I referred to at the beginning 
of my remarks was about burglaries, which specifically named Ellenbrook as one of the worst three areas. In 
Ellenbrook, where I said 64 babies were born in February, and which takes in The Vines, Henley Brook, Aveley 
and Woodlake, there are two full-time health nurses. One other health nurse was recently appointed, who works 
two days a week. I know that they cannot provide the services they want; I know there are long waiting lists; I 
know they do not have the time to chase up the families they have concerns about; and I know there is an urgent 
need for another clinic at Ellenbrook. With approximately 600 births a year in the Ellenbrook area, it is not 
surprising that they are not able to provide the services with only two full-time child health nurses and one for 
two days a week. I will use this as an opportunity to talk about it because with approximately 600 births a year, a 
fair number of young mothers are identified as possibly having postnatal depression. They are often referred to 
the Midland Women’s Health Care Place. Members know that I have spoken before about the extremely limited 
direct bus service from Ellenbrook to Midland, which I will continue to speak about. The staff of the Ellenbrook 
Child Health Centre and also the Midland Women’s Health Care Place have told me that one of the difficulties 
for the young women who are referred there is the limited number of buses. Only two buses run direct to 
Midland from Ellenbrook. One leaves at around 7.50 am and the other at 8.15 am. Two more bus services at 
around 3.00 pm cater for the schoolchildren. Women who have an appointment outside those hours have to take 
a trip that involves quite a few transfers. Members can imagine how difficult that is for a woman who has a baby 
in a pram and has been referred for postnatal depression. Obviously, I am not alone in my views. In fact, what I 
am saying is exactly what the member for Swan Hills has said about Ellenbrook. On 1 December last year, Mr 
Frank Alban was reported in the Bullsbrook—Ellenbrook Advocate to have said — 

“With a daily birth rate of two babies, there is an urgent need for a parenting service, early intervention 
and mother and father support in Ellenbrook and surrounds above and beyond the child health service 
currently provided by the Department of Health,” … 

On 16 February this year he said in Parliament — 

There is a new family centre on the horizon to cater for the increased needs of families, including two 
new babies a day that I believe are born in Ellenbrook and Aveley alone. We have very few health 
nurses catering for them. 

I know that is correct, because Minister Kim Hames has said that the increase for child and community health in 
this budget includes seven per cent for general costs and demand growth and five per cent for previously 
announced increases in priority funding for child development services, and the remainder was for the 
anaphylaxis program and the mandatory reporting of child sexual abuse. The issue of child health nurses will not 
go away. I have heard that some clinics no longer offer appointments after 12 months. I was in Australind 
recently and spoke to a child health nurse who said that the situation there was equally dire. It is a problem on so 
many levels because the government has no plan, as was revealed in answer to a question I asked on 23 February 
about addressing this issue. We have an ageing population of child health nurses. The last figures that I have 
show that in 2006 the average age of a child nurse was 54 years. It takes considerable time to train a child health 
nurse. If I have time, I will talk about that later. 

In addition to child health nurses, another issue on the horizon is the concern about the facilities. The Western 
Australian Local Government Association recently wrote to the Minister for Health to discuss the lack of 
funding for its ageing facilities and the lack of any long-term planning. However, there is nothing for those 
things in the budget. Under the significant issues affecting the health budget, there is no additional funding. 
There is no recognition of the services or the facilities. 

I will take time now to talk about hubs. That is a word which has been used rather a lot but which has fallen out 
of favour recently. I am sure that members know about the wonderful work done at the Challis Early Childhood 
Education Centre and also the Challis Parenting and Early Learning Centre. I am sure that members are aware of 
Challis because it is often referred to as a model facility. I do not know how many members have seen the 0–3 
building. If they have seen it, they will know that it is cramped and small and cannot keep up with the growing 
demand for its services. It is, of course, to the great credit of Ms Musumeci that she has been able to get the 
community so involved. I understand that the government’s current contribution is funding for half an FTE. I 
asked during the estimates hearing whether there was any funding to upgrade or replace that facility, and I was 
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told that there was none. I referred earlier to an article in The West Australian of 15 December in which the 
Premier is reported to have said that this budget would include money for capital works to begin turning schools 
into parenting hubs. There is no money, and I will come later to what is coming from the commonwealth, but, as 
I was told during estimates, there is no money in the state budget. 

I attended the Western Australian 2011 Early Childhood Education and Care Conference at the Perth Convention 
and Exhibition Centre last weekend, and there were more than 500 delegates from all sectors. At the opening of 
the conference, Dawson Ruhl, the CEO of Child Inclusive Learning and Development Australia and the 
organiser of the conference, said that we have a once-in-a-generation opportunity. He made that comment while 
referring to the national partnerships—that is, the Council of Australian Governments agreements that have been 
in place since 2009. Flowing from those agreements to the state is millions and millions of dollars as part of the 
national early childhood development strategy and the early years framework. I was really impressed by the 
many delegates I spoke to at the conference, who are teaching people like me all the time. They know about the 
critical importance of the early years. They have the commitment and energy to take on the long-term planning, 
the change and compromise that will be involved, and the hard work to integrate and put the care and education 
programs on the same continuum and to professionalise those sectors. It is a real challenge.  

It is the commonwealth that is leading the way by providing this state with its funding for the five children and 
family centres through the Closing the Gap: National Partnership Agreement on Indigenous Early Childhood 
Development. A centre is currently under construction in Halls Creek, and there will be others at Fitzroy 
Crossing, Kununurra and Roebourne and in the Swan district. The universal access to early childhood education 
program will involve four early learning and care centres. The Tambrey centre has already been opened in 
Karratha, and there will be centres at Ashdale, Mirrabooka and Port Hedland. 

This is what the federal government is rolling out. This is what the state government has an opportunity to be a 
part of, but it needs to play its part. If it cannot even provide funding for more child health nurses, I do not feel 
very optimistic about it getting on board. What I suppose I am looking for is someone within the government to 
take a lead on this issue. I am of the view that we definitely need a lead agency and a minister to ensure that 
someone advocates for children, and that the Minister for Health does not have to go cap in hand and be denied 
money. We are talking about the early years. We are talking about each year slipping by. We need a minister 
within the government to run with this issue. This approach is the only way that we will create any change, so 
that in 20 or 30 years from now we are still not just talking about more and more money being provided to deal 
with the problem. More and more money has been welcomed by non-government organisations, but that is to 
cope with the growing social problems. As the Western Australian Council of Social Service says, the need is 
growing. The breakdown of informal and family support means that increasingly people have to rely on NGOs. I 
received a news release put out by St Vincent de Paul on 5 May. The news release stated that the demand for 
emergency assistance in the form of food, clothing, bedding, help with utility bills, furniture and advocacy has 
risen by 55 per cent since 2009. That has happened since this government came to office. It is all very well to 
blame the previous government, but this government has been in power for nearly three years and it is its 
responsibility to take this on; it is the only one that can take it on.  

I also refer to another document that came to me recently from the Salvation Army’s Red Shield Appeal that 
notes what happens to children in this country. This is part of a growing problem, which is why I say we need to 
realign policy; we need to put money into the early years of childhood. The document shows how children are 
hurt: one in eight suffers some form of neglect; 11 per cent suffer emotional abuse or maltreatment; and 12 to 
23 per cent witness family violence. It is sad that this day coincides with a report in The West Australian about 
the situation with the incarceration of Indigenous people, which people will have no doubt read the news reports 
about. The article in yesterday’s The West was about the “Doing Time – Time for Doing: Indigenous youth in 
the criminal justice system” report, which found that Aboriginal youth is more over-represented in the criminal 
justice system than when the report on Aboriginal deaths in custody was released 20 years ago. The article 
quoted a comment made by Chief Justice Wayne Martin — 

One thing we can say with confidence, I think, is that whatever we’ve been doing in the past hasn’t 
been working. What we need is innovative, different, creative approaches … we’ve got to do these 
things, not just talk about them. 

With this in mind I have recently written to a number of ministers asking them, if they can, to inform me exactly 
what percentage of their budgets, by dollar allocation, is spent on the zero-to-three age group, who make up 
approximately 5.5 per cent of the population. I understand that I am probably not the first to ask, but I will be 
pursuing this and I assume that the government has economists—I gather there would be a few in these 
government departments—who could work this out for me. I do not really see how we can go forward unless 
we know how much we are spending.  I expect, unfortunately, that the results will be like those in other 
countries.  
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The reality is that we cannot create equality for children; we would flatter ourselves if we thought that we could. 
We cannot make things equal, but we can definitely make circumstances such that children have as fair a chance 
as possible to become the responsible and contributing adults that we expect and, in fact, need them to be. We 
know that much of the work done by government, and our spending to address social issues, just comes too late, 
yet we know that early intervention will make the difference.  

I would like to suggest that members interested in this area read a report written by Graham Allen, a Labour 
member of Parliament in Nottingham in the United Kingdom, who has done a lot of work on this in the last five 
years. Nottingham, which considers itself a modern, cosmopolitan European city, has some real areas of poverty, 
a bit like, as some members know, parts of London, where one-third of all children live under the poverty line. In 
Nottingham, in 2004, 62 per cent of the city’s children under 18 years of age lived in households in which no 
adult worked or the total household income was less than £16 500 a year. That is 62 per cent of children 18 years 
and under in Nottingham. They are pretty stunning figures. When Graham Allen did the early intervention work 
in Nottingham through family nurse partnerships and a whole range of other innovative things that were put in 
place, the work had so much effect that the current Prime Minister of Britain, David Cameron, asked him to do a 
blueprint for the whole country. Graham Allen did that report and provided it to Prime Minister David Cameron 
in January this year. Therefore, we are in the fortunate position that much of the hard work has been done. All 
we have to do is find someone in the government who will take on the leadership role to implement this policy; 
otherwise, we will find that we are simply talking about the same thing 10 years from now—not me I hope, but 
maybe others in this place.  

We have really taken our eyes off the basics because child health nurses are the basics. At the commonwealth 
level that is well understood. Failure to provide those basics is really a failure to put in place the foundations that 
will give children a fair chance. As I said, it will also be to the economic cost of all of us. I find it very hard to 
imagine what could possibly be the role of government, if not to ensure that all children get off to a healthy start 
in life. It is, as the Premier has called it, a moral imperative. Unfortunately, the government has knowingly failed 
to make funding available in this budget and to make good on that moral imperative. 

Debate adjourned, on motion by Hon Ken Baston. 
 


