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CHILD DEATH REVIEW COMMITTEE � IMPLEMENTATION OF RECOMMENDATIONS 
Motion 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

The PRESIDENT: For members� information, I indicate that there are nine minutes left for this debate before 
we move to orders of the day. 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West � Minister for Child Protection) [5.41 pm]: Before question 
time I was talking about neglect and chronic neglect, which is reported in the �Group Analysis of Aboriginal 
Child Death Review Cases�. It is important that we use the findings of this report to understand the key factors 
present in child neglect cases�those being poor environmental and social conditions. The report is rather 
astounding. It actually says what happens to a child when chronic neglect is present. For me, it was very 
interesting reading. I thought I understood what chronic neglect did to a child, but when I read further�I will 
read this out to the house�it shocked me. The report states � 

Neurological developmental impairment. Early childhood experiences have a decisive impact on the 
architecture of the brain, and on the nature and extent of adult capabilities � Negative early 
experiences, such as neglect and chronic neglect, can cause important regions of the brain to fail to form 
properly, resulting in impaired physical, mental and emotional development � 

Most of us remember the babies in the orphanage in Romania who were tied up and were not cuddled, loved or 
given enough food. They were developmentally delayed. Certainly, people in Australia do not realise that 
chronic neglect can do these things. The report continues � 

Cognitive difficulties. Cognitive capacity, language development and academic achievement are all 
impacted by early failure to provide intellectual stimulation and communication, emotional security, 
and disrupted schooling � 

So we have neurological developmental impairment and cognitive difficulties. The report continues � 

Emotional health. The immediate emotional effects of abuse and neglect�isolation, fear, and an 
inability to trust�can translate into lifelong consequences, including low self-esteem, passivity, 
depression, suicidal ideation, self-harming behaviours, and relationship difficulties � 

Psychological conditions include panic disorder, dissassociative disorders, attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, self punishing behaviours and reactive 
attachment disorder � 

Attachment difficulties. Children who are abused and neglected by caretakers often do not form secure 
attachments to them, which can result in insecure attachments, indiscriminate attachments or 
disorganised attachments. These early attachment difficulties can lead to later difficulties in 
relationships with other adults as well as with peers � 

Behavioural difficulties during adolescence include delinquency, teen pregnancy, low academic 
achievement, drug use and mental health problems � 

Aggression, juvenile delinquency and adult criminality. There is an increased likeliness of arrest as a 
juvenile, with a concomitant increase in adult criminal behaviour and violent crime � 

Substance misuse. There is an increased likelihood of smoking, alcohol and other substance misuse � 

Death or serious physical injury �  
In this report we read about the deaths of the 22 children from chronic neglect. Children who are neglected are at 
very grave risk. Poor physical health also comes into it. The report states � 

Poor physical health consequences can include pneumonia, other chest infections, low weight, skin 
conditions and gastroenteritis through poor hygiene, failure to thrive and inadequate nutrition and fluids 
� 

From 2003 to 2007, a lot of these babies died in horrific circumstances. One little girl, whose name I will not 
mention because she was a little Aboriginal girl, died with scabies all over her body. Her skin was absolutely 
caked with it. She also had many other sad conditions. The report continues � 

Physical developmental delay can result from lack of appropriate stimulation, and failure to thrive � 

A lot of these babies are failure-to-thrive babies. 
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I come in for a lot of criticism by the Labor opposition because I want to introduce mandatory reporting of 
neglect, physical abuse and emotional abuse. The only abuse that can be reported now is sexual abuse, a system 
set up by the Labor government. Having read what neglect does to a child, I believe that it should be subject to 
mandatory reporting. This government will go forward and intends to introduce that in this term of government. 
There really is no reason to be critical of this government for wanting to stop neglect. That is what we in this 
house all strive for. We do not want children to be neglected. If they are, we need to put supports in place, and if 
supports do not work, children should be taken into care. 

It is very important that we use these findings to understand the environmental and social conditions. No-one 
will argue with the report�s conclusions that it is critical for programs to be directed at improving the broader 
environmental, social, cultural, spiritual and emotional contexts in which Aboriginal children live. The 
Department for Child Protection is just one piece of the jigsaw puzzle. Other departments need to be involved, 
and it needs to be a whole-of-government approach. When I get to another part of my speech, I will show how a 
whole-of-government approach in Halls Creek is actually working. It is amazing what happens when there is a 
concerted effort by the community and the government to work together to improve the lives of the people in the 
community. 

It is an unfortunate reality that children, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, die in tragic circumstances. It is 
unfortunate that this can sometimes occur despite the best efforts of family, government and the community. It 
still occurs. Sometimes things slip under the radar. They should not, but they do. 

The circumstances surrounding the deaths of the children referred to in the report suggest that there was little 
that the department, as a single agency, could have done to prevent that occurrence. However, improvements 
were needed, and I would be the first to say that. Between 2003 and 2007, the department was a shocker. It is 
getting better. It is improving day by day. The child protection workers now feel wanted. They are being trained 
and they feel that they are supported and that they are seen as professional workers in the community. That does 
not happen overnight. However, the job that the child protection workers do is probably one that no-one else 
wants because it is so hard and so challenging. Every day they are faced with all sorts of abuse directed towards 
children. Last night I was sitting here looking at a photograph of a little three-year-old who did not have a clean 
piece of skin. The photograph did not come from Western Australia. I showed it to Hon Wendy Duncan. She 
said, �You must see some terrible things,� and I said, �Yes I do, and I read some terrible things.� Those things 
do not happen to me, but it is up to me as the minister to try to stop them from happening. I do not know where 
the picture came from, and if I did, I would not say, but that little body was not a very pretty sight. 

Debate adjourned, pursuant to standing orders.  
 


