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MINISTER FOR CHILD PROTECTION — MURCHISON AND EAST KIMBERLEY VISIT 
Statement by Minister for Child Protection 

HON HELEN MORTON (East Metropolitan — Minister for Child Protection) [2.02 pm]: I would like to 
advise the house about visits I recently made to Geraldton and Meekatharra in the Murchison region, and 
Kununurra and Kalumburu in the East Kimberley region.  

In Geraldton, I had the pleasure of speaking with a large group of foster carers to formally launch their foster 
care partnership. The carers’ dedication to children in their care was apparent and captured best by one carer who 
shared her reflections, saying, “I did not realise I could open my heart to care for so many children as if they 
were my own.” 

In Meekatharra, we met with a number of agency representatives who frankly shared the strengths and 
challenges of the community, including alcohol and solvent misuse and the gaps in parental capacity to care for 
children. It was encouraging to hear about interagency efforts to utilise important strategies such as compulsory 
income management and alcohol-restricted premises. 

My visit to the East Kimberley coincided with Child Protection Week and provided me with the opportunity to 
meet staff from the Department for Child Protection and Family Support and departmental carers Bob and Val 
Pitman at their home, where I spent time with the five Aboriginal children in their care. On the first night of my 
arrival I participated in an Operation SHARP—safely home with a responsible person—street patrol to see for 
myself the work that the department, in partnership with other agencies, is doing to help at-risk youth. Operation 
SHARP was developed and implemented in June 2012 and includes Western Australia Police, the child and 
adolescent mental health service, the Department of Corrective Services’ youth justice services, the Department 
of Education, Save the Children Australia, the Aboriginal Legal Service and an Aboriginal reference group. It 
comprises street patrols at night with the goal of ensuring that young people are at home with a responsible adult. 
Children and young people are followed up the next day and coordinated case management of individual 
children and families occurs for as long as required. The focus of the work is to engage both the parents and the 
young people. Work with parents is done through the department’s parent support service and focuses on 
improving parenting skills and parental responsibility. It can link families into child protection income 
management and alcohol-restricted premises as appropriate. Parents and young people are connected to services 
such as education, mental health and drugs and alcohol. It was heartening to see in action the positive 
collaboration across services, with the parent support service central in working with youth and their parents to 
address issues faced by the community with young people on the streets. This service is a critical part of the 
work that child protection does in working with young people to prevent them coming into care.  

As a lead-up to the patrols, the Department for Child Protection and Family Support hosted, and will continue to 
host, community barbeques to reinforce the important role that parents play in ensuring young people are safe at 
home. It is noteworthy that children of the parents who attended the barbeque were not on the streets that night. 
The program was to run twice a year in 2013, but following the success of the August operation in which 
approximately 25 young people were contacted on the three nights that the program ran, I am pleased to 
announce that it will run eight times a year—twice every school term. All the services I met, including 
representatives from the Kununurra Chamber of Commerce and Industry, reported that young people on the 
streets are a relatively small core group who are known to local youth services. These young people have a range 
of entrenched issues and antisocial behaviours, which makes it difficult for them to connect with school, and 
with training and employment opportunities.  

Local elder Teddy Carlton spoke strongly about the need for government to take a harder stance on parental 
responsibility and the responsible consumption of alcohol. He invited services, including the government, to be 
firmer with the community. 

I was also privileged to open the Kununurra residential group home, which is an impressive purpose-built facility 
for young people in the care of the Department for Child Protection and Family Support. It has six to eight beds 
and operates with a fully staffed, 24-hour roster system. It commenced operations on 4 July 2013. The opening 
was well attended by representatives of government and non-government services, staff from the department, 
and community members alike. The local Aboriginal community voiced their thanks and endorsement of the 
facility. It will provide important cultural links for the children living in the home. 

My time in Kalumburu was particularly important. Not only was it the first time that I had visited Kalumburu, I 
also saw community and service providers working hand in hand to tackle the issues confronting the community. 
My visit was particularly timely given government concerns for the safety and wellbeing of the residents of 
Kalumburu, and the formation of the Aboriginal Affairs Coordinating Committee on Kalumburu, which the 
director general of the Department for Child Protection and Family Support chairs. I met with community elders, 
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directors of the Kalumburu Aboriginal Corporation, WA Police and other front-line service providers. We had a 
far-ranging and frank discussion about their hopes and concerns for the community. The elders informed me 
about the recent real and practical efforts that are making the community stronger, including the Strong 
Women’s Group, camps for young women and men to connect them to their land and culture, the school pick-up 
to help kids get to school, the department for child protection working with police on compulsory income 
management, and the across-agency coordination that is working to identify children and young people of 
concern, and to develop appropriate responses for both them and their parents. 

Also present was the visiting Operation Reset team. This is a WA Police and Department for Child Protection 
and Family Support initiative. It has operated in a number of communities in regional WA and aims to develop 
the community’s capacity to keep children safe from sexual abuse. I understand that in Kalumburu the 
Reset team has developed safety plans around sex offenders who have returned to the community to ensure that 
children and young people are safe. Again, for this initiative to be successful, working relationships and 
partnerships between the community, government and non-government agencies must be strong. 

I was particularly struck by the strength and conviction of the Tramalla Strong Women’s Group in providing 
leadership, and the recognition and support accorded to them by male leaders of the community. The women’s 
group spoke at length to me. They are looking forward to the completion of the women’s centre–safe house that 
was funded as part of the East Kimberley family and domestic violence hub. The women’s centre–safe house 
will be invaluable in keeping women and children safe and well, benefiting the whole community. 

These visits to the Murchison and East Kimberley regions allowed me to see firsthand the important work being 
done across a number of portfolios. It reinforced the need for meaningful and constructive partnerships, without 
which no single department could do its work.  
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