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WESTERN AUSTRALIAN COMPANION CARD 
Grievance 

DR J.M. WOOLLARD (Alfred Cove) [9.24 am]: My grievance is about the Western Australian Companion 
Card and it is addressed to the Minister for Disability Services. 

As many members will know, I have taken a stand for disabled people in Western Australia over the mean-
spirited and penny-pinching $30 fee to obtain a Companion Card that this state government forces on disabled 
people who require a full-time carer. 

This discriminatory practice against some of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged people in the community 
should not continue. Western Australia is the only state to allow this card to be privatised and to allow disabled 
people to be charged a fee to obtain the card. Victoria does not charge for it, Tasmania does not charge for it and 
South Australia does not charge for it. Why is this state Labor government discriminating against disabled 
people in Western Australia? Even Queensland, which plans to make the card available to disabled residents 
later this year, will be offering it for free. The Western Australian state government is exploiting disabled people; 
members sitting opposite me should be ashamed! 

This fee is outrageous because the Western Australian government is charging disabled people for a card that 
supports their and their carers’ legal right and entitlement to gain entry into entertainment, sporting and cultural 
venues for the cost of one admission ticket—whether or not they hold a Companion Card. 

The government’s own Companion Card brochure on its website states — 

People with a disability, who are unable to attend community venues and activities without attendant 
care support, have a right to participate equally in the community. This fundamental right is protected 
under the Western Australian Equal Opportunity Act (1984), and the Australian Government’s 
Disability Discrimination Act (1992). These Acts make it unlawful to discriminate against a person who 
requires the assistance of a companion. 

In the past, a person with a disability who needs support to participate at venues and activities, has 
sometimes been required to pay an admission price for both themselves and their companion. 

This practice is discriminatory because it increases the financial burden on the person with the 
disability.  

The proof of this discrimination is on the government’s own website! Where is the equal opportunity for 
disabled people in Western Australia when compared with disabled people in other states? 

The Companion Card program began in Victoria and that state holds the rights to the registered name 
“Companion Card”. Is the minister aware of the reciprocal nature of the program? The Victorian Companion 
Card website indicates that all participating states have reciprocal rights, meaning disabled people can use the 
card in other states that run the Companion Card program. However in Western Australia, the government has 
privatised the card and charges disabled people for the privilege of using the card while all other states provide 
the service for free. Instead of charging this discriminatory fee for the Companion Card, the government should 
undertake a public education program to inform businesses and community service industries about their 
legislative obligations to disabled people who require a full-time carer.  

Companies and organisations affiliated with the scheme have shown enormous support for disabled people, but 
the state government has placed those same organisations in a precarious position. Many of them are unaware 
that legislation already exists to protect the disabled from discrimination through unfair ticketing practices, 
whether or not they hold the card. 

Recently, a constituent notified me about a family who were told by Ticketmaster that unless they provided a 
Companion Card number, one ticket to a venue could not be purchased for a disabled member of the family and 
the carer. Although the Companion Card is not compulsory, embarrassing confrontations demonstrate the 
business community’s confusion about its obligations to disabled people. Interestingly, this minister, when she 
resigns from office, will leave behind this terrible legacy for disabled people. 

I am also concerned that the Western Australian government privatised the Companion Card through National 
Disability Services. Through this process, a profit is made from disabled and disadvantaged people in this state. 
According to the January 2007 Companion Card newsletter, 2 761 disabled people in Western Australia, many 
on limited disability pension funds, have been forced to pay $30 to obtain a Companion Card. In a letter dated 
19 June 2006, Carlo Calogero of ACROD (WA) Ltd, in reply to a letter from the Equal Opportunity Commission 
about the nature of the relationship between ACROD and the government stated — 
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A one-off grant of $300,000 was given to ACROD to establish the Companion Card program in 
Western Australia. This was provided to cover all costs associated with the establishment of the 
infrastructure and running of the program for a three year period. 

To date, $82 000 has already been exploited from disabled people, demonstrating the discriminatory nature of 
the Companion Card system. The $30 fee to obtain a Companion Card in Western Australia is a terrible legacy. 
It brings shame on this state and it brings shame on this government; a shame that must end now. The $82 000 is 
probably just being used to pay the wages of the people who collect this unfair fee. I believe that the government 
should allocate funds in the next budget to finally fully fund this program, in the same way it is funded in all 
other states. The government should remove the inequity that exists in WA and it should ensure that the card is 
provided at no cost to disabled people in Western Australia in the same way that it is provided in other states. 
This government and this minister, who helped introduce this card, should be ashamed of what they have done 
and the legacy they have left for disabled people in this state. 

MS S.M. McHALE (Kenwick — Minister for Disability Services) [9.31 am]: I thank the member for Alfred 
Cove for giving me the opportunity to speak about the Companion Card and the opportunities that it presents for 
people with disabilities. I wondered why the member had chosen once again to raise this matter, but I 
acknowledge that this has been a matter about which she has been obsessively passionate. It is totally 
inappropriate for the member for Alfred Cove to come into this place, when she knows the issues around her 
argument of discrimination are entirely wrong, and to perpetuate that argument once again, and in doing so take 
a cheap shot at National Disability Services. 

Dr J.M. Woollard interjected. 

Ms S.M. McHALE: NDS is a very reputable organisation and the member for Alfred Cove should be ashamed 
at suggesting that NDS is making a profit out of people with disabilities. She is the one who should be ashamed 
of what she has just said. She is now on the public record as saying that NDS is profiting out of people with 
disabilities. I will make sure that NDS knows that the member for Alfred Cove has said that and that that is what 
she thinks. I will quickly run through the history of the Companion Card. It is estimated that about 400 000 
people in Western Australia have some form of disability, and the Companion Card was designed specifically to 
promote the existing rights of people who require attendant care at venues and facilities. I am very pleased to say 
that Skywest, which is very much a role model for the airline industry, has also come on board in support of the 
Companion Card. Almost 3 000 people with a disability have joined the Companion Card scheme and they are 
very pleased with it. 

Dr J.M. Woollard: Having been forced to pay. 

Ms S.M. McHALE: Apart from the member for Alfred Cove and perhaps one other — 

Dr J.M. Woollard interjected. 

The SPEAKER: I ask the minister to take her seat. The member for Alfred Cove has been a member of this 
place long enough to know that grievances are only seven minutes long and should be heard in silence. I note 
that there were no interjections when the member for Alfred Cove was making quite provocative statements and 
I urge her to at least give the minister the same sort of courtesy. 

Ms S.M. McHALE: I deliberately kept quiet even though the member for Alfred Cove was making 
extraordinary statements, using language like “exploiting” and “discrimination” even when she was talking 
about disabled people. That language is offensive. I think the member ought to take note of her own language. 

The government has now guaranteed access to more than 250 sporting, cultural, travel and entertainment venues 
across the state. Members opposite may not be aware when they come to do their budgets that the state 
government provided almost $400 000—$390 000 to be exact—of funding to the program and, in addition to 
that, another $200 000 from Lotterywest. Collectively, we have therefore invested $590 000 in the fund. It was 
decided earlier in the scheme to charge a fee of $10 a year—that is, $30 over three years—to cover the 
operational costs of NDS, formerly ACROD, which runs the program. 

I can tell the member for Alfred Cove that NDS does not make a profit out of this scheme whatsoever. 
Effectively, the cost per card works out at about 20c a week. In an attempt to undermine the success of the 
scheme and jeopardise relationships, the member for Alfred Cove has consistently criticised this program. The 
member wrote directly to all affiliates of NDS last year making a number of erroneous assertions, including that 
the charge for the card was discriminatory and that it created a two-tier system. She carried on like that. The 
member for Alfred Cove has undermined the scheme. I think the 3 000 people and more who have joined the 
scheme would severely disagree with the member for Alfred Cove, as would the majority of affiliates. The 
Companion Card is simply a mechanism that provides an easy, non-intrusive way for businesses to identify 
eligible clients. If people are behaving as in the example the member has given, we will deal with that. Under the 
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Disability Services Act people with disabilities who require attendant care are being discriminated against if they 
are expected to pay for two tickets. Prior to the introduction of the card, people with disabilities were often 
required to reveal highly personal details to complete strangers in public places, such as cinemas and airports, 
about their level of need. The card was a way of dealing with those sometimes highly embarrassing situations, 
but it also required the attendant to exercise individual discretion and to assess the medical needs of the 
individual. 

Let me quote from the Town of Victoria Park following the member for Alfred Cove’s letter-writing campaign, 
which was about undermining the system. The Town of Victoria Park stated that the card affords individuals a 
sense of dignity and respect, as opposed to the traditional welfare models. The town’s affiliation with the 
Companion Card is a welcome support to recreation staff, as it reduces the likelihood of subjective assessments 
being made. There is a set of clearly defined criteria to ensure the card reaches the target group, there is a robust 
application and the card itself contains state-of-the-art security features to guard against fraudulent reproduction. 
The card is optional and people determine for themselves whether it is in their best interests. There is a growing 
number of affiliates on the list who are offering really amazing leisure opportunities and entertainment pursuits 
for people with disabilities. We are proud of the growth in the number of businesses that are embracing the 
Companion Card and taking it on board. There are people with disabilities who simply could not have afforded 
the cost of two tickets. It doubles as an exercise in community awareness, and I do not think 20c a week is a 
significant impost for the services that the card produces. Thanks to the Companion Card, this has changed. 

I make it absolutely clear that we have canvassed the arguments that the member for Alfred Cove has 
erroneously perpetrated about the card program being discriminatory. I can tell the member that the advice is 
very clear that it is not a discriminatory process; it is in fact a program that is helping people with disabilities. 
The state government investment is significant and the cost is minimal. Finally, I look forward to working with 
the federal government, which is also committed to a national Companion Card that may well bring about 
change. However, I acknowledge and congratulate NDS on its fantastic work.  
 


