
Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Thursday, 14 August 2014] 

 p5312b-5314a 
Ms Margaret Quirk; Mr John Day 

 [1] 

OUR LADY OF MERCY PRIMARY SCHOOL — IN-TERM SWIMMING LESSONS 
Grievance 

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen) [9.21 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Planning, who represents the 
Minister for Education in this chamber. I have been approached by impassioned staff at Our Lady of Mercy 
Primary School in Girrawheen to raise this issue. Their concerns would, however, equally apply to all parochial 
schools in other disadvantaged areas of the metropolitan area. At present, the Department of Education meets the 
cost of instruction of in-term swimming classes for all public and private primary school students in rural and 
remote areas. 
Parents are generally required to pay a fee to cover transport and entry costs into the swimming centre. The 
program meets the cost of instruction. Metropolitan primary schools can access the program only on a user-pays 
basis. The main point of concern is that all Western Australian children, regardless of their choice of school, 
should be given equal access to free—at least free to people in low socioeconomic areas—swimming lessons. 
How parents choose to educate their children, whether in a faith-based school or an independent one, is 
irrelevant. It is a matter of safety and education that is part of our Australian way of living. Surely equity 
demands that each child have equal access to swimming lessons. In recent years, approximately 80 per cent of 
eligible government primary schools have participated in the program. Classes operate at approximately 
100 country and 55 metropolitan locations, with 150 000 students enrolling in the program. In this context we 
must be mindful that there has been a rapid increase in the number of young adults drowning. This has been 
directly linked to a fall in the swimming and water safety skills of children in Australia over the past 10 years. 
The Royal Life Saving Society is concerned that in recent years there has been a 25 per cent increase in 
drownings in 15 to 24-year-olds and that over 35 per cent of coastal drownings are of persons of foreign 
ethnicity. For several years now Royal Life Saving has highlighted research showing many children are leaving 
primary school without being able to swim 50 metres or float for two minutes. Royal Life Saving describes those 
skills as a basic right of every child living in Australia and mandatory if we are to halve drownings by 2020. 
Royal Life Saving published these results in a report titled “No Child to Miss Out: Basic swimming & water 
safety education — The right of all Australian children”. Royal Life Saving asserts that there are groups of 
children who are swimming better and younger than in previous generations. These are children whose parents 
value and recognise the importance of swimming and water safety, have access to quality swim schools and 
instructors, and have the financial means to afford lessons and other activities that build confidence and skills in 
the water. However, many children in many communities for which swimming and water safety is not accessible 
or is not a priority find it too costly, or parents are simply unaware of the benefits of programs such as Swim and 
Survive. Royal Life Saving supports compulsory swimming and water-safety lessons in Australian primary 
schools, support for parents struggling with the financial burden of lessons, and the provision of funds for 
urgently needed programs to target rural, Indigenous and multicultural communities. 
Many migrants have not seen the ocean or learnt to swim before arriving in Australia. Lack of water safety 
awareness has led to migrant groups being over-represented in WA’s drowning statistics. People from migrant 
groups accounted for 35 per cent of the 150 drownings in WA over the past five years. People growing up in 
WA had opportunities to learn swimming and water safety that not many migrants had. Some came from 
landlocked countries and had never seen the ocean before arriving in Australia. There have been some attempts 
in recent years to target culturally and linguistically diverse children. Royal Life Saving and other non-
government organisations have received grants in the past from various sources such as the Office of 
Multicultural Interests and the Department of Sport and Recreation. I understand that such initiatives are not 
currently being funded and, anyway, although a school such as Our Lady of Mercy has a large proportion of 
CALD students, not all would be entitled to learn to swim under such programs. The community participation 
funding through the Department of Sport and Recreation, which funds initiatives that target low-participation 
populations, would not apply in this circumstance as it does not extend to schools. 
The benefits of providing free swimming lessons to all students, particularly those in lower socioeconomic areas, 
are numerous. The benefits include that those learning become active members of Australian society and can 
take part in one of our national pastimes. They may go on to join swim clubs and Royal Life Saving clubs to 
contribute as active Australian citizens. Students may go on to have swimming lessons in their own time, such as 
the VacSwim program, and encourage their parents to take them. This is particularly important for students who 
have parents from non-swimming backgrounds as it may encourage the parents themselves to learn to swim. By 
parents attending swimming lessons, it will also help them assimilate into Australian society as they make 
friends with other parents at the swim school. 
It is simply not clear what the rationale is for not providing free swimming lessons to metropolitan private 
schools. If it is based on budgetary grounds, that underlying assumption is not correct. It is trite to say that 
although some private schools are well resourced, even to the extent of having their own 50-metre pools, we also 
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know that many others, especially those in low socioeconomic areas, do not enjoy such advantages. It is simply 
erroneous to treat such schools as homogenous, thereby entrenching inequity. 
The recent expenditure of millions of dollars to install the unproven shark drum lines is being undertaken to limit 
the extremely remote risk of someone being taken by a shark. There is an exponentially greater risk of drowning 
because an inexperienced swimmer gets into difficulty. This does not seem to justify the allocation of a fraction 
of that amount to Royal Life Saving or other programs to ensure that swimming lessons can be universally rolled 
out to our kids. 
I ask the Minister for Planning to take these concerns to the Minister for Education. I ask Minister Collier to 
revisit and review the rationale that excludes Catholic primary schools from the in-term swimming program, and 
further, that the minister convey this unfortunate and inequitable anomaly to the Minister for Sport and 
Recreation. His stated strategic objectives are for full participation and inclusion. Under the current 
arrangements, neither of these is possible. 
MR J.H.D. DAY (Kalamunda — Minister for Planning) [9.28 am]: I respond on behalf of the Minister for 
Education. I note that the Minister for Sport and Recreation is in the chamber, so he has just heard the member 
for Girrawheen’s comments. By way of background, the swimming program that is conducted during school 
terms is of course administered through the Department of Education. It was first established in the early 1920s. 
Last year, the program enrolled about 177 000 students. Approximately 585 public and 128 non-government 
schools participated in swimming classes which operated at over 144 locations throughout the state. There were 
1 160 casual swimming instructors employed in the program. The participation rate of public schools with 
primary school students was 92.9 per cent.  

In relation to the funding provided, or the argument for funding to be provided, to Catholic schools—presumably 
that would also, therefore, apply to non-government schools in the metropolitan area—it is important to 
recognise that the state government subsidises the cost of students in non-government schools, on average, to the 
extent of 25 per cent of the cost of educating a student in a government school, and the commonwealth 
government provides funding equal to approximately 50 per cent of the non-government school costs. On 
average, 75 per cent of the costs of non-government schools are contributed to by the state and commonwealth 
governments. The balance, of course, is provided from parent fees and other private resources. I am advised that 
how Catholic schools apply the funds that they receive from the state government is at the discretion of the 
Catholic Education Office of Western Australia and the individual school. Essentially, this is an issue that must 
be taken up with the Catholic Education Office and maybe the schools individually. It is certainly open to 
Catholic schools in the metropolitan area to choose to apply the funds that they receive to enable their students to 
participate in the in-term swimming program. 

In rural and remote areas, I am advised that some subsidisation is provided through the Department of Education 
for students in non-government schools in those areas. The purpose of that is to essentially ensure that swimming 
teachers are available for students in government schools. To ensure there is a sufficient quantity of students to 
be able to justify a class, some support is provided to students in non-government schools. To spell that out more 
fully, based on the advice I have been provided, the inclusion of non-government students in regional areas 
supports the viability of the program and assists in the recruitment and retention of swimming instructors, 
particularly in difficult-to-staff locations. The program is available to metropolitan independent and Catholic 
private schools on a user-pays basis. The schools are required to pay a fee, excluding the goods and services tax, 
to cover the cost of instructor wages, plus 11.85 per cent for corporate services, including workers’ 
compensation, public liability, professional indemnity and superannuation. 

I understand the request raised by the member for Girrawheen. It has certainly been passed on to the minister’s 
office, and the advice I received, as I mentioned earlier, is essentially that it is up to the Catholic education 
system as to how it decides to allocate the funds that it receives in quite a substantial way from the state and 
commonwealth governments. It is open to the Catholic education system to assist in funding swimming 
programs within its schools if it chooses to. 

Dr K.D. Hames: In remote Indigenous communities, there are five swimming pools where we, through the 
Department of Housing, fund the Royal Life Saving Society, which then conducts swimming lessons for 
Aboriginal children. 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: That is good information to add. 
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