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EDUCATION AND HEALTH STANDING COMMITTEE 
Inquiry into the Esther Foundation and Unregulated Private Health Facilities — Motion 

MS S.F. McGURK (Fremantle — Minister for Child Protection) [10.07 am]: I move — 
That this house requests the Education and Health Standing Committee inquire into and report by 
1 December 2022 on — 
(1) complaints and allegations concerning the Esther Foundation, including from former residents, 

staff and volunteers; 
(2) adequacy of actions taken by the organisation to address the above concerns; and 
(3) current regulatory and legislative provisions, and those proposed provisions currently before the 

Parliament to address the above concerns, including — 
(a) options for regulating facilities not covered by the definition of “health service” or 

“hospital” in the Private Hospitals and Health Services Act 1927. 
I would like to speak to this briefly to set up the reasons I am moving the motion today. At the beginning of this year, 
allegations of abuse and inappropriate behaviours at the faith-based women’s residential rehabilitation facility the 
Esther Foundation were brought to my attention. Since this time, my office has been approached by a large number 
of former residents of the foundation outlining their experiences, including consistent allegations of abuse and 
inappropriate conduct. The Esther Foundation, formerly known as Esther House, is a residential recovery program 
for young women, including minors, and has operated in Western Australia since about 1995. My ministerial office 
has received dozens of complaints and the allegations are of a consistent and serious nature. The complaints received 
span a large time frame, from 2004 to 2020. Complaints include allegations of punishment for noncompliance with 
the religious components of the program, including being denied food, banned from contacting anyone outside the 
organisation and forced to sleep in a supervised room. Complaints have also been made about an absence of 
qualified staff and that people were not allowed to leave the facility, including not being allowed access to contact 
people outside the organisation, such as family or support networks. This rule allegedly also applied to minors at 
the facility. There have also been allegations of illegal restraint measures being used; Aboriginal residents being 
denied their culture, including being told that using language and engaging with their culture was akin to being 
possessed by the devil; the denial of medication and medical health services; parents not being allowed to access 
their children in the facility; and parents being asked to give guardianship of their children to staff at the facility. 
There were also allegations of criminal activity, including sexual assault. Complainants who have made this level 
of allegation have been encouraged to report to the WA police. 
I want to make it clear that the committee is not being asked to investigate criminal actions; rather, its role will be 
to investigate how Esther Foundation and similar institutions could be properly regulated to prevent a recurrence 
of these sorts of events. Esther Foundation does not receive any state government operational funding; however, 
it has received some funding from the federal government. The state government does provide two properties to 
Esther Foundation on a peppercorn lease, and although the most substantial of these was entered into under the 
previous Liberal–National government, I have requested that the Department of Communities examine the lease 
arrangements. I also understand that state government agencies may have made referrals to this facility in the past; 
however, we have emphasised to the relevant agencies that this is not appropriate going forward. 
Given the complaints, I have written formally to the federal Minister for Health and federal minister for charities 
to request advice on the organisation and whether these allegations will affect its charitable status. To date, I have 
received no response. As such, this means that within the current framework, the government has limited oversight 
of this facility. In 2019, the state government endorsed the national quality framework for drug and alcohol treatment 
services to establish nationally consistent quality assurance that the community can expect from all alcohol and other 
drug treatment providers. However, without appropriate regulatory processes being in place, only funded services 
are bound to adopt the framework. Unregulated and unaccountable alcohol and other drug treatment services risk 
undermining community confidence in this sector. With this in mind, we ask the inquiry to look at current regulatory 
and legislative frameworks to understand whether there are ways to improve existing provisions or there are gaps 
that might need to be addressed. Therefore, I seek parliamentary support to refer this matter to the Education and 
Health Standing Committee to hear from former residents who have been affected and to examine potential regulatory 
improvements to prevent this from happening in the future. I take this opportunity to acknowledge all the women 
who have courageously come forward to share their stories to try to ensure that history does not repeat itself. 

MS A. SANDERSON (Morley — Minister for Health) [10.13 am]: I rise to support the motion moved by the 
Minister for Women’s Interests and in doing so I want to start by acknowledging the women who have come 
forward over a period of time to provide details of their experiences at Esther House. It is often very difficult to 
relive trauma, but it is important that people report and that we are able to deal with those reports. We take these 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Thursday, 7 April 2022] 

 p1784b-1785a 
Ms Simone McGurk; Amber-Jade Sanderson 

 [2] 

allegations very seriously. As the minister outlined, in 2019 the Ministerial Drug and Alcohol Forum endorsed the 
national quality framework for drug and alcohol treatment services, which established nationally consistent 
assurance. Under that framework, accreditation requirements need to be communicated and enforced through state 
and federal arrangements. The Mental Health Commission purchases only services for alcohol and drug treatment 
that are accredited against approved standards and undergo regular auditing of the quality of service delivery. 
However, there is no such requirement for Esther House or other services not funded by the state government to 
be accredited. The federal government provided $4 million to Esther House, but that did not include a requirement 
to meet the national quality framework, which is somewhat perplexing. Had it done so, the state would have had 
oversight and some lever to regulate this facility. 

It is always concerning to hear these allegations. People are vulnerable when they go into these facilities and they 
should be treated with dignity and respect and be given the best care that evidence can provide. We obviously do 
not want the committee to just hear the complaints; we are also seeking guidance from the committee on what 
levers could be available, what regulatory gaps exist and what we can do to stop people from falling through 
the cracks. I am particularly interested in opportunities to strengthen our ability to hold these services to account 
and any future legislative or regulatory reforms. Today, we will deal with the Health and Disability Services 
(Complaints) Amendment Bill currently before the Assembly, which will impose prohibition orders on counsellors 
and other providers of health services not covered by Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency oversight. 
There are also opportunities to consider targeted practical changes to the Private Hospitals and Health Services Act 
to ensure regulation can capture services that have otherwise escaped the national quality framework. With a reporting 
date of 1 December, the committee’s work will inform the government’s next steps to ensure all AOD services are 
safe and high quality. I know that the Department of Health, the Mental Health Commission and the Health and 
Disability Services Complaints Office all look forward to working with the committee as it develops recommendations 
for government. Again, I support the motion moved by the Minister for Women’s Interests and thank the women 
who have been affected by very poor treatment from Esther House for coming forward. 

Question put and passed. 
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