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POLICE — YOUTH STREET STRATEGY 

Statement 
HON PHILIP GARDINER (Agricultural) [9.47 pm]: I rise to talk about the events that I have been a bit late 
to pick up on surrounding comments made by the Commissioner of Police about picking up young children aged 
12 to 16 mainly, I think, from the streets and putting them into a care centre for the time being. The 
Commissioner for Children and Young People, Michelle Scott, observed that she was surprised that the police 
had announced the strategy without involving other state agencies and that we must deliver a multi-agency, fully 
collaborative approach. It brings me back to what I said in my inaugural address in this chamber on the issue of 
crime, the symptoms and core infrastructure deficiency. I would like to remind myself and hopefully others that I 
spoke about needing a fully integrated comprehensive strategy if we are to deal with the social dysfunction in 
our community. One of the key constraints to this, which I referred to at that time, is the silo concept, which we 
all have and all know about, in government departments and how we have to have a process and mechanism to 
break that down. Without breaking it down, we will not have the necessary supportive measures reinforcing the 
direction in which we wish to take the development of our children, our youth and our early adults at least.  

We all know that the baggage we carry begins six months before we are born through foetal alcohol syndrome 
and then through a lack of bonding, as we grow in those very early childhood stages, but which continue to be 
loaded onto our backs as we go through our early youth and later youth, until we become sufficiently able to be 
accountable totally for our own actions, with resilience to deal with the pressures of the world in which we each 
live. We all know that the incarceration level in Australia is much less than it is in the United States, which is 
about 700 people per 100 000; ours is about 133 per 100 000. Relatively speaking, we are in good shape, but the 
cost of holding our youth in a confined space from the age of 12 to 16 years, while we hope to try to improve 
their welfare, is roughly about $400 000 per person. It is a huge cost. We also know that the cost of prevention is 
much cheaper than the cost of trying to deal with the situation as it unfolds.  

All this points towards doing something differently because what we have done so far and what we are doing 
right now is not working. The plan I mentioned two and a half years ago must be, first, an integrated, supportive, 
comprehensive generational plan if we are to get change over the next 20 years. But, of course, that does not take 
account of what we have right now. What we have right now we must also deal with, but we know we can only 
ameliorate what we have now because that baggage is already on our backs. It is hard to take it off. All we can 
do is erode the bad parts of that baggage, if we like, to try to improve things. That is a very hard and very costly 
task.  

The key part about this is that it needs to be a generational plan if we are to have sustained improvement. We 
also need an amelioration plan to try to change the worst of what we have now to make it better. The second 
thing about this is that it must be community driven. This is where the silo breakdown can occur. If it is 
community driven, it comes from the bottom up. It does not come from Perth or Canberra; it must come from the 
local shires, if we like—local towns where there is a structure within which we can deal with it. A lot of us talk 
about early childhood education, but when we think of the implementation, how will we actually do it? How will 
we know where it is required? How do we know how much resources we should put into that? But then if we put 
the resources there, is that all we need to do? It is not, because it can all fail unless we have the elements to 
support what we are trying to do at that early childhood education stage.  

I have used the example in this house before of a young mother who has a young child and someone is helping 
her to bond with her child at that stage and provide that attachment strength. But a male partner who is 
unemployed, may be even long-term unemployed, comes in after having had a skinful of alcohol and smashes 
things around the house. What will that do to the bonding or to the young child who is trying to seek that 
security? It will nullify it. We must get this guy a job. That is another set of measures we must implement. 
Unless we deal with that, as well as the early childhood education, amelioration will fail. It will not work. Then 
it comes to a housing issue, and so on. Then, once the child gets to school they have a chance because they have 
a structure again—we have all experienced that—but, nonetheless, some children will need more mentoring or 
more support as they go through the various stages because we all mature in a different way.  

It must be an integrated program, and it must be driven by the community itself. The community structure we 
have in place is essentially local government authorities. It might be the City of Geraldton—it is the same thing; 
a local government authority—it might be the City of Armadale, or it might be the town of Kellerberrin; to me it 
is all the same, because there is at least a community structure in place. But the difficulty we have is that the 
community structures have to recognise whether they have a social infrastructure problem in the first place, 
because if they do not recognise they have a problem, is there any benefit at all in putting any resources towards 
them? The answer is no. We have to know what problem we have and accept it if we are to get a community 
plan into which we can draw different programs, and we all know there are umpteen different programs. I look 
forward to the day of having an audit of all the social infrastructure programs we have in this state to deal with 
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this issue, but I will bet that no-one can give it to me. I will bet there are heaps of them, but are they all working 
together in a cohesive, supportive way to get a result? Have we got any measures of that? Are we doing any 
baseline measures of what we start off with before we actually put the money into these things to see whether we 
are making a difference year to year or five years to five years? No. There is nothing we address like that.  

As to the commissioner’s measures for taking young children off the streets, I welcome them, as do other 
Aboriginal people who will talk about this. I think a chap called Jim Morrison, who is going to make a speech at 
the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting, welcomes the same thing. First of all, the Aboriginal 
community reacted adversely to what the commissioner was doing, but now I think they have sought a balanced, 
open discussion. If we can generate an open discussion that can lead us to a major strategic change in the way we 
deal with these issues, it will be of wonderful benefit to what the commissioner has done. 
 


